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Introduction 


THE EDWARDIAN LABOUR PARTY 


Om che eve © the miret vorle war Ship 
Snowden, Labour MP for Blackburn since 1906, was 
feeling somewhat disenchanted with political life 
and with the prospects of his own party in 
Particular. "The present labour representation in 
Parliament', he wrote, ‘is there mainly by the 
goodwill of the Liberals, and it will disappear 
when that goodwill is turned into active 
resentment. '1 His colleague, Keir Hardie, was 
equally gloomy, suggesting a little later that ‘the 
Labour Party has ceased to count.'2 While owing 
something to the unabated radical vigour being 
displayed by the Liberal government, such pessimism 
was also based on the delusion, shared by many in 
the British labour movement at this time, that the 
Labour Party ever had counted and that its somewhat 
dramatic entry into parliamentary life in 1906 had 
mađe it into a genuine political force, This 
misapprehension had been fuelled partly by the 
hysteria which Labour's electoral success had 
provoked on the extreme right of the Conservative 
Party.3 Even a normally imperturbable Tory like 
Arthur Balfour was moved to suggest that the new 
Liberal Prime Minister, Campbell-Bannerman, was 
like ‘a mere cork, dancing on a current which he 
cannot control, and what is going on here is the 
faint echo of the same movement which has produced 
massacres in St Petersburg, riots in Vienna and 
Socialist processions in Berlin.'4 But the 
winning of some thirty seats had generated an 
equally distorted response in some labour circles, 


too. Snowden's mood in 1913 was a marked contrast 
to his buoyant claim of 1906 that at the next 
election ‘we shall see the Labour Party 


strengthened to the extent of dominating if not 
directing the Government of the country.'°2 For a 
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while, the illusion was sustained. The 
government's decision to accept Labour's Trades 
Disputes Bill, the passage of a new Workmen's 
Compensation INCE 7 an Exchequer grant LOK 
unemployment relief, and the provision of meals for 
needy school children, all seemed to confirm that 
Labour had acquired real influence and power in 
government. yet for all that it had greatly 
increased its parliamentary representation since 
1900, the party still held only thirty (sears ina 
House of Commons of 670 members. By 1910 Beatrice 
Webb was lamenting the fact that the political 
running was being made by Lloyd George, Cawie@law WA 
and the advanced wing of the Liberal Party. 
General disappointment at Labour's failure to exert 
a continued pressure on government surfaced among 
parey activists at annual conferences arcet 1206p 
appeared in Print in Manifestos cwch as Te the 
Parliamentary Party a Failure? (1908) and Let Us 
Reform the Labour Party (L910) 5 and resulted 
ultimately in the defection of several branches of 
the ILP to the newly established British Socialist 
Party (1911). 

It seems worthwhile, therefore, to examine the 
state of the Labour Party on the eve of war to see 
how justified were its leaders' apprehensions about 
the future. This will also throw further light on 
the still unresolved question of the extent to 
which the party had begun effectively to oust the 
Liberals in the years before war so fundamentally 
altered the nation's social and political climate. 
Such analyses have often been undertaken in terms 
of Labour's electoral performances before 1914 but 
the essays in the first half of this book set out 
to follow a different line, concentrating on 
aspects of the party's physical and regional 
organisation. In this sense, perhaps, they 
build on the work of Dr McKibbin who has already 
shown how MacDonald, as chief party tactician, had 
directed much of his prewar energies into building 
an effective party structure. 8 In May 1912 a 
scheme was adopted for the regular appointment of 
local agents controlled by head office, and a 
system to channel financial aid to local party 
organisations was also established. But such 
organisational initiatives were not universally 
successful. As Dr Fraser shows below, London's 
intervention was not always welcome in Scotland 
where local initiative seems to have played a more 
significant role in such expansion as did occur 
before 1914. This is perliaps mor surprising, VEn 
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the independent line usually adopted by the Scots, 
but local activists were similarly important else- 


where, though several of the essays provide 
salutary reminders that effort and enthusiasm are 
not always the same as achievement. Elsewhere, 


there were areas where the party barely existed as 
a distinctive political “entity at all, This was 
true of rural areas, which were long to remain a 
source of Labour weakness, and also of London. Such 
was the hold exerted on the capital's fragmented 
trade unions by the Social Democratic Federation 
via the London Trades Council that it was not until 
1914 that a London Labour Party appeared. 

The importance of dedicated local party 
Support was enhanced by the fact that Labour 
apparently could not rely on the support of a 
specific political constituency, even among trade 
unionists. It has long been recognised that while 
the party was essentially the creation of the 
Unions, rank and file support for it was frequently 
lukewarm - if that. When in September 1899 the TUC 
conference discussed the establishment of a Labour 
Party, most of the support came from delegates 
representing more recently organised workers, 
although several of the older unions had by then 
come under the influence, if not the control, of 
officers who were also members of the ILP, the body 
most vociferous in support of an independent line. 


Among the rest, however, there was considerable 
suspicion of the likely socialist influence within 
the new panty. Consequently, the resolution 


calling for a special meeting of the unions, 
co-operative societies, and socialist organisations 
to make plans tOr labour representation in 
Parliament was only passed by 546,000 votes to 
434,000. A substantial number ie delegates 
apparently abstained from voting at all. When the 
inaugural meeting of the Labour Representation 
Committee assembled at the Memorial Hall in 
Faringdon Street the following year, union 
representation was thus relatively small. By IO 2 
only 455,450 out of a total of some two million 
trade unionists were affiliated to the party. This 
was changed dramatically by the impact of the 


verdict in the Taff Vale case. Since it was the 
House of Lords which was ultimately responsible for 
this decision to treat unions as corporate 


entities, thereby rendering their funds liable to 
claims for damages, it followed that the judgement 
could only be changed by altering the law itself. 
This gave an impetus to the idea of independent 
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parliamentary representation and by 1904 trade 


union affiliations had soared to 956,000. AS 
L.T. Hobhouse neatly put ie ETa which no 
Socialist writer or platform orator could achieve 
was effected by the judges 9 Trade union 


membership continued to creep upwards even after 
the effects of the Taff Vale ruling had been 
nullified by the Trades Disputes Act of 1906. Yet 
this should not be allowed to obscure the mistrust 
exhibited by many trade unionists, a theme which 
appears in several of the essays below. ie 
socialists were growing restless at what they 
regarded as the overcautious outlook imposed on 
Labour by the trade union alliance, it was equally 
true that many trade unionists were unhappy at the 
direction in which they believed the socialists 
were trying to take the party. This is confirmed 
by the responses to the Osborne judgement of 1909, 
which is here examined in some detail by 


Dr Wrigley. The outcome of this case was to render 
illegal the political levy by which the affiliated 
unions financed the party. The enforced necessity 


of relying upon voluntary contributions showed just 
how indifferent many unionists were and plunged 


Labour's finances into a precarious State. The 
Osborne decision, MacDonald noted in his diary, is 
"paralysing us especially in our local 
Organisations, which are suffering for want of 
money. ' Even when an act of 1913 permitted the 


levy to be restored after a ballot among union 
members some of the unions returned sizeable 
Minorities against it. 

In some areaS it is possible, as Dr Stead 
argues was the case in Wales, that rising 
industrial tension in the years after 1910 resulted 
in some shift of support towards Labour among trade 
unionists. Certainly the number affiliated to the 
party Climbed to Vene “and fashali m1) Viens bho 
While the Lib-Lab element in Parliament had been 
pretty well squeezed out. On the other hand, the 
first of these developments might simply have been 
the natural GOicoil eiey Cue rising trade union 
membership. Nationally, the proportion of trade 
Wonnies Veatkildated teu tabone lavelled ork at 
rather more than fifty per cent between 1910 and 
LOLZ, but by 1914 it had fallen back to 
Chirey=-erght per cent, lower ehan Gt “hadi been) an 
0s. his Seems tO Trerlect =- in pare at least = 
the inability of the fledgling political 
organisation to capitalise very fully on what some 
regarded ae tes natural locus of support. It is 
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perhaps significant, therefore, that it was in this 
period of industrial unrest and union expansion 
that the party made a further bid for 
Organisational expression by establishing its own 
newspaper. The Daily Citizen appeared in 1913 as 
the official organ of party policy. As such, it 
was dull and cautious. It was indicative of the 
tensions within the labour alliance that the 
militants persevered with the more provocative 
Daily Herald, which attracted an able team of 
writers and a first rate cartoonist in Will Dyson. 


Neither paper, however, was commercially 
successful. The Citizen became an early casualty 
ot the war and the Herald only survived as a 
weekly. Deain Hopkin's survey of the labour press 


reveals clearly the enormous difficulty Labour 
experienced in raising finance for large scale 
publishing ventures. Such enterprises seem to have 
been less significant in this period than the 
plethora of small, local papers which did much to 
weld together local supporters, giving them a sense 
of purpose and identity- 

Nor does the possession of a daily paper 
appear to have conferred any electoral benefit on 
the Edwardian Labour Party. Given its difficulty 
in winning the loyalty of trade unionists it is 
hardly surprising that the party appears to have 
been making little impact on the population at 
large. The highest vote it secured in any pre-war 
general election was 506,000 or 7.6 per cent of the 
electorate, though of course it was much higher in 
individual constituencies.1!1 Whereas Labour had 
been able to win by-elections at Woolwich and 
Barnard Castle in 1903, Jarrow in 1907, and 
Attercliffe in 1909, it appeared to have run out of 
steam after LILO» Indeed, one recent study 
suggests that in the north east at least, it lost 
ground after 1906, the Jarrow victory being made 
possible only by a split anti-Labour ` vote.l2 
Certainly, in fourteen by-elections contested 
between 1910 and 1914 Labour never finished higher 
than third and lost four seats in the process. Te 
is possible of course that the criterion of 
electoral performance is a misleading guide to the 
extent OF Labour support because only about 
fifty-nine per cent of adult males were on the 
electoral registers in this period. It has been 
argued that the bulk of those who did not have a 
vote - paupers, living in servants, most members of 
the armed forces, lodgers in unfurnished rooms 
worth less than £10 a year, and adult sons living 
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with parents but without exclusive use of their own 


rooms - were working class and thus, by 
implication, potential Labour supporters.13 vet 
this does not necessarily follow. Pies OH lll, ae 


is possible that rather more of the disenfranchised 
than is usually assumed were members of the middle 


class, such as nonconformist Ministers or 
commercial travellers, who would perhaps not have 
been J invie Wica ll, © Labour WORE SIS More 


significantly, there is no reason to assume that if 
given the vote, disenfranchised workers would have 
favoured Labour any more than did those who already 
enjoyed the right to vote. Indeed, deferential 
groups such as servants and servicemen might well 
have been more inclined to vote Conservative. 
Furthermore, many of those disqualified through 
failure to meet the residential requirement 
represented the poorest elements of society. They 
were thus peculiarly vulnerable to the patronage 
associated with Conservatism and were, by the same 
Loken. Tsolated si ron the mate institutionaa pinas 
of radical politics, trade unionism and 
nonconformity. 

Thies 15 perhaps cOntirmed an Or canal) seta, 
of municipal politics, an area in which Labour had 
high hopes. Yet despite the rather more favourable 
structure of the local government franchise the 
party still made only limited progress. Certainly 
Labour's total local vote increased from 170,000 in 
1906 to 233,000 in 1913 and in the last three years 
of peace over a hundred Labour candidates were 
elected annually onto local councils.16 In 
fourteen major cities Labour had ninety municipal 
representatives after the elections of 1913. Yet 
they were completely overshadowed by 427 
Conservatives and 297 Liberals. Furthermore, it 
seems that many Labour victories were being won in 
Sougunceton with Liberals. 

Both locally and nationally, theretore, 1E is 
evident that many working class voters continued to 
vote Liberal. In areas such as Lancashire or in 
constituencies heavily dependent for employment 
upon shipbuilding and munitions the tradition of 
working class Conservatism was strong, though 
Dr Wrigley rightly points out that Conservative 
attempts to channel this support into "Tory Labour 
parties' were totally unsuccessful. There is also 
evidence of considerable apathy and even positive 
hostility among those who might have been expected 
to view the party favourably. Thus Robert Tressell 
had his decorators condemning Labour MPs as ‘a lot 
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et 3 o o >o G What"s too bloody lazy to work for 
their livin'. What the bloody ‘ell was they before 
they got there? Only workin' men, the Same as you 
and me. But they've got the gift of the gab . 
.'18 Hannah Mitchell, the suffragette, recalled 
that her next door neighbour in a Derbyshire 
village did not scruple 'to inform me that in her 
opinion I might employ myself better than in 
running after Socialist speakers. All of these she 
regarded as either 'windbags' or mistaken fools who 
would do better to dig their gardens and help their 
overworked wives.' Many were the 
contemporaries who, like J.A. Hobson, deplored the 
fact that the typical British worker was more 
interested in sport than in political activity, 
prompting the comment from one recent writer that 
'Marx might have been nearer the mark had he 
referred to sport rather than religion as the opium 
of the masses, '20 

It is hardly surprising that by 1914 the 
Labour Party bore all the signs of its relatively 
recent birth. Even if slowly beginning to fill 
out, its physical organisation was still patchy, 
depending heavily on the enthusiasm and commitment 


of local activists. While some of the writers 
below argue that there were signs of growing trade 
union support this had not been very 


comprehensively translated into votes at either 
local or national level. This was due partly to 
the party's failure to produce much in the way of a 
distinctive political programme, a matter analysed 
more fully in the second half of the book. It was 
all very well for Snowden to claim that Labour was 
unique in that it intended to apply the single 
principle of collectivism to every parliamentary 
issue, but some very real practical problems stood 
in the way. 2l Not least of these was the fact 
that Labour waS in no position to determine what 
the major political issues should be: hence, for 
example, the parliamentary party's inability to 
accede to Victor Grayson's demand in 1908 that 
unemployment should be given precedence over the 


Licensing Bill. Other parties and forces decided 
what the central concerns of Edwardian politics 
Should be. Thus deprived of any initiative Labour 


could only make responses, and it was not always 
possible to apply collectivist principles to some 


leading contemporary issues. Secondly, there were 
some matters on which the party spoke with more 
than one voice. With their religious connotations 


debates about Irish Home Rule or state education 
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were always likely to expose internal 
disagreements, as Mr McDermott and Dr Griggs 
respectively indicate. Similarly, Dr Pugh's essay 
reveals that on occasion local enthusiasm for 
women's suffrage could lead to conflict with more 
cautious elements at party headquarters. In most 
cases, however, these internal differences were 
Matters of emphasis rather than principle. In 
this, Labour was no different to any other party, 
except perhaps that it waS new and trying to 
establish a distinctive political identity for 
itself. Finally, there was often little difference 
between Labour and Liberal responses to particular 
aspects of current political debate. Here again, 
the main difference between the two parties was 
usually one of priority. Labour might be keener to 
discuss measures relevant to trade unionists, but 
its reaction, for example, to the constitutional 
Crisis of 1909 differed very little to that on the 
Liberal benches, as Dr Douglas shows. Similarly, 
Professor Morris brings out clearly the overlap 
between Labour's approach to foreign affairs and 
that adopted by broad sections of the Liberal 
Party, confirming the observation of an earlier 
Whiter that meban te Jiceals im che realm of 
colonial and foreign policy have been the ideals of 
the Victorian Little-Englanders.'22 Time and 
time again this lack of distinctiveness in Labour 
policy surfaces in the Edwardian period - hardly 
Surprising in view of the common commitment of both 
Labour and Liberal parties to basic Victorian 
economic assumptions such as free trade. Thus 
local socialists complained that the LRC candidate 
at Darlington in 1906, Isaac Mitchell, had views 
Virtually indistinguishable from those of the 
Liberal. The Speaker suggested that MacDonald's 
election address at Leicester could just as well 
have been written by a Liberal. 23 It was this 
Similarity of outlook which' made it relatively easy 
for discontented Liberals to slip into the Labour 
Party at Ene” end!) sof the firce world ware 
Furthermore, it also hampered Labour's electoral 
prospects. In the context of Home Rule, for 
instance, few were going to vote for a Labour Party 
whose policy was identical with that of a Liberal 
Party which alone of the two had any prospect of 
implementing it. 

The main exception to this overlap was perhaps 
in the realm of welfare. In education, Labour MPs 
were most clearly set apart from the Liberals by 
their greater interest in the welfare aspects. In 
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other fields, however, aS Dr Fraser mentions, 
Labour was able to develop a unique approach on 


Particular local problems such as housing. At 
national level, the party's Main claim to 
Originality lay in the area of unemployment. Dr 


Thane argues convincingly that to Labour job 
security and fair wages were greater priorities 
than ameliorative welfare legislation. But while 
some of the arguments deployed on behalf of the 
Right to Work Bill did anticipate elements of later 
Keynesian economics, the measure was based more on 
an instinctive feel for the working of the labour 
market rather than upon any coherent analysis of 
ieee In any case, unemployment was only briefly 
prominent over the winter of 1908-09. Thereafter 
it declined and the Liberals produced their own 
legislative remedies which did much to undermine 
the effectiveness of the continuing right to work 
campaign, pushing Labour back into its more 
customary role of commentator on other parties' 
initiatives. 24 

Unemployment, however, was the exception which 
proved the rule. Generally, Labour was unable to 
produce policies identifiably its own, and this was 
the direct consequence of the circumstances in 
which the party was founded. It was devised 
primarily as a vehicle for working class 
representation, not as a machine for the 
implementation of a particular political creed or a 
Specific set of policies. This was precisely why 
the miners initially decided not to affiliate. 
Alone of all working class groups, they were 
sufficiently well organised and geographically 
concentrated to secure their own parliamentary 
representation. It is significant that most of the 
discussion at the inaugural meeting of the LRC 
centred not around policy, which was to be left to 
the parliamentary party, but around strategy. 


Three alternatives were canvassed. One demanded 
total independence from all other parties and 
commitment to the principle of class struggle. TUE 


was mooted mainly by the SDF and fell largely on 
deaf ears in an assembly, most of whose members 
would have agreed with Robert Blatchford's claim 
that the average British working girl was not 
concerned with ‘the downtrodden proletariat or the 
theory behind International Socialism, but (with) 
What she waS going to put in her stomach 125 

Nor was this essentially pragmatic approach to 
politics foisted upon reluctant provincial 
activists, as has sometimes been alleged, by a 
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small clique of London-based leaders. ie Was TNE 
natural outcome of Kocap leaders ' everyday 
experiences. 26 As Dr Martin reminds us, Stead's 


investigation into the booke | that — had ent lienced 
the first generation of Labour MPs produced many 
more references to ‘the university of life' or ‘the 
school of experience' than to abstract thinkers, 
least of all Karl Marx, who figured hardly at 
alla? British workers were notoriously 
uninterested in theoretical politics, as MacDonald 
admitted with some embarrassment. 'Every time I go 
abroad and see on the bookstalls evidence of 
intellectual and imaginative activity among foreign 
socialists, I am ashamed of our English 
movement. ' 28 Certainly in Edwardian society it 
was Liberal thinkers like Hobhouse and Hobson who 
predominated, and it is also revealing that 9a (New 
Society survey in 1962 revealed that one of the two 
most influential figures on the modern Labour Party 
had been the Liberal, Lloyd George. 29 

The second strategy advanced at the Memorial 


Hall conference was associated mainly with 
John Burns, the member for Battersea and also a 
member of the London County Council since its 
inception in 1889. Burns had achieved a fair 


degree of practical success within the Council by 
co-operating with all shades of progressive opinion 
and had followed a similar line in Parliament since 
his eleetiomn im 1602.-20 He was the de facto 
leader of a small group of working class MPs who 
worked in close harmony with progressive Liberals 
and he could see no reason to change this approach 
by establishing a new, independent party. That it 
was a matter of strategy rather than policy which 
divided Burns from the supporters of the new party 
can be seen from the way in which both the TUC and 
the LEC continued to use him as the spearhead of 
their parliamentary campaign to reverse the Taff 
Vale decision. As late as 1903 Hardie was still 
urging Burns to “come out and openly take your 
place as one of the active leaders in this work for 
the emancipation of the class to which we both 
belong. ‘31 Labour 8) attacks on Burnsi policies 
came later. 

Burns' approach, however, was not likely to 
recommend itself to a conference whose very raison 
d'être sprang from working class frustration at the 
way in which Liberals were ignoring their 
aspirations. Some have suggested that this was a 
Matter of ignoring working class wishes EOR 
Barticular reforms, especially am the sphenewon 
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welfare. There may well be something in this, 
although Dr Pelling has suggested that most working 
class people were in fact highly suspicious of 
Liberal interventionist polities] 

Alternatively, it has been = argued that late 
nineteenth century Liberal administrations were 
more responsive to labour pressure than is usually 
appreciated. 33 But the main Liberal offence as 
far as organised workers were concerned was the 
constant rejection of their wish to be represented 
in Parliament by men of their own social class. A 
number of local studies are now available which 
trace an identical process of labour pressure, 
Liberal resistance, and the consequent emergence of 
independent labour candidatures. In Attercliffe, 
for example, the boss of the local Liberal caucus, 
Sir Fred Mappin, resolutely opposed the notion of 
selecting a working man to fight in the Liberal 
interest in the 1894 by-election. This provoked 
the comment from MacDonald that ‘local Liberal 
Associations have definitely declared against 
Labour. ' 

Thus the establishment of the Labour Party 
owed little to any basic policy differences with 
the Liberals. Arthur Henderson's transition from 
Liberal election agent to LRC candidate at Barnard 
Castle in 1903 involved no fundamental shift of 
political outlook, and David Martin's essay 
confirms that there was little to choose in terms 
of Ccelparian, social origins or political stance 
between the Labour members and those working men 
who continued to sit on the Liberal benches. This 
im cuca made ie very chiec ietle owr kelot tO 
develop aw distinctive policies of les Okno AS 
Brougham Villiers noted in 1 Qi 2p the basic 
difference between Labour and Liberal ‘is upon the 
independence of Labour, not upon any economic or 
political doctrine in any ordinary sense at 
all.' 


It was only to be expected that a party born 
as recently as 1900 should, by 1914, be exhibiting 
all the signs of adolescence. As the essays below 
indicate, there had certainly been physical growth, 
though there were still frailties and black spots. 
By 1914 it had acquired a national press, was 
making inroads in some areas among trade unionists, 
had doubled the number of affiliated constituency 
bodies since 1906, and had seen off the Lib-Lab 
element within the Liberal Party. It had also 
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acquired a group of recognised leaders who were 
developing considerable parliamentary and 
Organisational skills. One important theme of the 
essays in this collection is the significant 
contribution to party progress made by local 
Stalwarts whose role was vital in a party which was 
unique in being conceived outside the immediate 
confines of Westminster. These were the 
individuals who did so much to impress the party's 
claims on popular political consciousness, a 
process encouraged by continued Liberal 
intransigence in some constituencies. The 
electoral pact between MacDonald and Gladstone 
worked well during the campaign of 1906 but signs 
of Liberal unrest were soon evident. By 1909, the 
Midland Liberal Federation was complaining that in 
electoral negotiation Labour was willing to grasp 
much and concede little. In 1912 there was a major 
row in Hanley when both Liberal and Labour 
organisations claimed the right to nominate the 
Successor to the Lib-Lab, Enoch Edwards. The Times 
was moved to observe with some acuity that ‘there 
may be a loose coalition in the House of Commons: 
Phere is none at all in the country, 2° 

These organisational advances certainly seem 
to have outpaced the partys capacity for 
independent political thought, which remained 
immature. Policy, like social composition, tended 
to reflect Labour's Liberal-radical parentage, 
While parliamentary weakness generally restricted 
the party's function to that of commentator. More 
disappointing still to party leaders was the 
apparent inability to build on this structural 
expansion in order to make sustained electoral 


progress. Some of the contributors to this volume 
are of the opinion that the battle for working 
class hearts was already won by 1914. Om this 


view, the main obstacle to electoral success 
apppears to be the limited nature of the working 


class franchise. AS we have suggested, however, 
there are weaknesses in this argument and other 
historians, therefore, prefer to stress the 


barriers to further Labour success posed by the 
persistence of ingrained attitudes among British 
workers - deference, popular political apathy, 
suspicion of socialism, and a reluctance to change 
established voting patterns. 37 In either case, 
it would appear that the war acted as the main 


solvent. Some suggest that the franchise extension 
of 1918 enabled Labour to tap its hitherto excluded 
'natural' support. Others stress the way in which 
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war undermined the social structures which 
buttressed traditional attitudes and values.38 

Certainly iE exposed more workers to trade 
unionism, helped break up the Liberal Party and 
gave Labour leaders experience of office, albeit of 
a fairly limited kind. In the longer term war also 
brought to the forefront of British politics issues 
such as unemployment and industrial relations in 
which Labour was particularly interested and on 
which it could legitimately claim to possess some 
particular expertise. 

Finally, it is perhaps worth putting the 
issues raised by these essays into the context of 
the broader debate which has raged for some years 
about the nature of the British Labour Party. ‘The 
sense of disillusionment and disappointment which 
Edwardian activists expressed quite soon after the 
election of 1906 have lingered to the present day 
among elements of the British left. There has been 
a persistent strain of criticism to the effect that 
the modern party and the five Labour governments in 
office since 1923 have somehow betrayed the party's 
origins and the intentions of its founders. 2? Ie 
May well be that, given the opportunities afforded 
by the changed political climate after 1918, the 
Maturing Labour party should have followed a 


different path. This, however, is an entirely 
different thing from suggesting that the intentions 
of the original founders were betrayed. Of that 
there is no evidence, if only because those 


intentions were so very modest. 
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Chapter One 


IDEOLOGY AND COMPOSITION1L 


Of the fifteen candidates endorsed by the 
Labour Representation Committee, only Keir Hardie 
and Richard Bell were returned at the general 
election of 1900. Yet between them they 
represented the two main strands that were to make 
up the Labour Party down to 1914, and beyond. 
Hardie, chairman of the Independent Labour Party, 
was the country's leading socialist politician, 
known through both his oratory and journalism as an 
unsparing critic of the exploitation and ugliness 
of capitalism. Bell was not a socialist. As 
general secretary of the Amalgamated Society of 
Railway Servants, he was mainly concerned to 
represent the case for trade unionism. Whereas 
Hardie had defeated a Liberal opponent, Bell had 
been elected with Liberal Party co-operation and by 
the general election of 1906 he had virtually 
entered the Liberal Boldi However, Bell's 
defection had been offset by three LRC successes in 
by-elections at which two pragmatic trade union 
leaders, David Shackleton and Arthur Henderson, and 
a veteran of London Progressivism, Will Crooks, 
were returned. Of the three only Henderson had 
faced a Liberal opponent. 

In January 1906 Hardie, Shackleton, Henderson 
and Crooks were re-elected, and with twenty-six 
other newly-elected MPs formed the parliamentary 
Labour Party. Of this thirty, twenty-two had been 
Supported by their trade unions and eight were 
sponsored by the IDP. All the ILPers regarded 
themselves as socialists; of the trade unionists 
about half did not (eleven of the trade-union 


sponsored MPs were also members of the 1U) o The 
members of the PLP were mostly middle-aged - in 
1906 the average age was forty-six - and this meant 


that they had tended to form their views when 
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socialism in Bricain was almost unknown. 
Consequently many had first entered politics via 
the radical wing of the Liberal Party. In some 
cases the connection with Liberalism had been 
intimate. Among the Labour Party's more prominent 
members, David Shackleton had been elected as a 
Liberal town councillor and Arthur Henderson had 
worked as an agent of the Liberal Party and was 
closely associated with the party in the north-east 
until the early 1900s. Hardie, the chairman of the 
PLP from 1906 to 1908, had earlier broken away from 
the Liberal Party, but the process had been a 
protracted one. Moreover, aera twenty-four 
constituencies Labour MPs had been veturna Am 
tandem with Liberals, as a result of the 
Gladstone-MacDonald pact. Nevertheless the Labour 
Party sat on the opposition benches (those on the 
government side were in any case crowded with four 
hundred Liberal MPs) and in other ways tried to 
emphasise the distinct nature of the party. 
Invariably, its members stressed their ‘specialist 
knowledge’ of the issues ‘which affect the great 
mass of the workers’. ‘When workers' questions 
come up for discussion', wrote Shackleton, Labour 
MPs ‘have to do little more than open the book of 
their own lives' and ‘consider what they have 
themselves in most instances gone through'.3 

Labour propagandists also stressed the vested 
interests bound up with Liberalism and the ways in 
which society was evolving towards a socialistic 
state. 

However, some of the flavour of the older 
party always stuck with Labour. In particular 
Labour politicians had the same attitude towards 
accepting piecemeal reforms and working within the 


existing framework. > Many had experience of 
trade union negotiations which conditioned them to 
think in terms of compromise and limited 
improvement. Some of the moral reform rhetoric of 
Liberalism was also found in Labour 
pronouncements. Collectivist solutions to 
society's ills were not regarded as putting an end 
to individual responsibility. There was held to be 


a need also for thrift and temperance, and about a 
dozen Labour MPs were known as supporters of 
teetotalism. © Such attitudes, however, were not 
invariably drawn from middle-class Liberalism. 
There was a long tradition of working-class 
radicalism in which emphasis was placed on 
self-improvement and individual effort, often 
coupled with a suspicion of local or central 
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authority. Dislike of the poor law was one aspect 
of such an attitude. Another was opposition to the 
established church, and inevitably matters of 
religion were major influences on the ideology of 
the early Labour leaders. No-one raised in 
Victorian Britain could escape entirely the 
pervasive influence of religion. Some reacted 


against orthodox beliefs and not only rejected the 
state church but also adopted a secularist 
position. Many Social Democratic Federation 
members had begun as followers of Charles 
Bradlaugh, while Robert Blatchford and other 
contributors to the Clarion were hostile to 
conventional religion.’ The Labour Churches 
catered for the less dogmatic who accepted ‘the 
moral and economic laws that may be adduced from 
Ene weather hood) oE COC or the Brotherhood of Man’, 
and in a sense, too, the Socialist Sunday School 
movement, with its 'Ten Commandments’ and so forth, 
acknowledged the role of religion even while trying 
to rechannei it.8 In this period ‘the religion 
of Socialism’ made converts from Christianity. The 
vocabularies of advanced politics and evangelical 
Christianity contained similar phrases, and often 
similar energies and aspirations were redirected 
from religion to Labour propaganda. ? 

On the other hand, few Labour leaders ranged 
very far from convention. In electoral terms, 
there was more to be lost than gained from a 
reputation for freethinking. MacDonald, for 
example, had a complex and unconventional attitude 
to religion, although he gave his denomination 
simply as Free Church of Scotlana.19 In the 
general election of 1906 the role of the 
non-conformist churches was particularly 
significant. In many constituencies Labour was in 
unofficial alliance with the Liberal Party which in 
turn was closely allied to OD one probably 
at this time more so than ever before.t! Of the 
Labour candidates elected, eighteen had described 
themselves as non-conformists, and some of this 


number were lay preachers. However, not all seem 
to have had a firm adherence; of the eighteen only 
eight - Crooks, Hardie, Henderson, AGH: Gill, 
John Hodge, Walter Hudson, Jallo Jenkins and 
J.W. a - were claimed by the denominational 
press.t For many, non-conformity probably 


helped to provide an ethical underpinning to their 
political creed. The remarks made by J.A. Seddon 
while LRC candidate were not untypical of a section 
of the Labour leadership. Addressing the men's 


r9 


Ideology and Composition 


Bible class at a local Congregational chapel, 
Seddon, who had been raised as a non-conformist, 
referred to his own beliefs as ‘a sacred personal 
matter between himself and his maker'. Even so, he 
believed that a man's religion should consist of 
‘his duty to his fellow man and his Creator’ and 
that the churches had neglected some of their 
duties. ‘While humanity was bleeding at every 
pore, and crying out for brotherliness, it was not 
for the churches to quarrel about "isms", but to 
see what they could do for their fellowmen, and so 
hasten the Kingdom of God upon earth'.13 


Many Labour activists invoked the "New 
Jerusalem' of the socialist millennium that was to 
arise. The similarity between the language of 


politics and that of religion was particularly 
marked in the northern areas where Labour had most 


support. Undoubtedly other factors, notably 
occupational structure, help to explain the 
regional variations in Labour-voting.1l Bue Lie 


is probable that by using the phraseology of the 
non-conformist pulpit, speakers helped to secure 
the allegiance of workers inculcated with the 
values of the chapel. The final passage in one of 
Philip Snowden's most popular lectures offers a 
striking example of religiosity in the service of 
socialism. 


But the only way to regain the earthly 
parađise is by the old, hard road to Calvary - 
through persecution, through poverty, through 
temptation, by the agony and bloody sweat, by 
the crown of thorns, by the agonising death. 
And then the resurrection EO the New 
Homanity eari ted by suk fering E MpPRAnNE 
through sacrifice.l 


ale 


What culture they have wroce aor Stead 
rather patronisingly of the first generation of 
Labour MPs, ‘they obtained from the chapel, from 
that popular university the public) Liara, OF 
still more frequently from the small collection of 
books found in the homes of the poor. These 
remarks prefaced the perennially-fascinating 
replies that Stead received from twenty-five Labour 
and twenty Lib-Lab MPs to a question about which 
Deeks they found “most useful in their early days 
when the ‘battle was beginning'.16 Perhaps not 
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Surprisingly, many wrote respectfully of the bible, 
The Pilgrim's Progress and Shakespeare, while 
Dickens was the most popular novelist.17 Only 
James O'Grady, a Roman Catholic, and Will Thorne, 
who had retained his SDF membership, mentioned 


Marx. Five Labour Party MPs referred to Henry 
George - Hardie, O'Grady, George Barnes, John Hodge 
and Thomas Summerbell ~- and all were of an age to 


have been influenced in the first half of the 1880s 
when George lectured in Britain and when Progress 
and Poverty circulated widely. 

Perhaps most significantly, many of Stead's 
respondents mentioned the works of those two 
pillars of Victorian social criticism, John Ruskin 
and Thomas Carlyle. Ruskin seems to have been 
regarded by many who were active in the movement as 
a fellow socialist. Blatchford, for instance, 
wrote 'I know many Socialists, and many Socialistic 
leaders. I know none who can make profit of it. 
Most of the leaders, such as Ruskin, Morris, 
Hyndman, Carpenter, Shaw, De Mattos, Annie Besant, 
and Bland, would lose in money and position were 
Socialism adopted now' .18 Such views were held 
notwithstanding the opening sentence of Ruskin's 
autobiography: ‘I am, and my father was before me, 
a violent Tory of the old school; Walter Scott's 
school that is to say, and Homer's'.19 Ten of 


the Labour MPs included in Stead's survey 
acknowledged Ruskin, and the work most often 
referred to was Unto this Last. Fred Jowett, for 


example, said it was the book that made him a 
socialist. 

Carlyle was about equally well regarded. 
Hardie wrote that though he had ‘learned much of 


the human failings and weaknesses of Carlyle', he 
remained ‘a worshipper at his shrine’. O'Grady 
stated that ‘above and beyond all Carlyle is my 
solace and inspiration', while James Parker thought 
he perhaps owed more to Carlyle than to any other 
writer.@ Both Sartor Resartus and Past and 
Present were admired, presumably because of their 
critique of vanity and materialism ~- in spite of 


the fact that Carlyle favoured a society that was 
hierarchical and ordered by what he regarded as 
true aristocrats. Similarly, the authoritarian and 
paternalistic aspects of Ruskin were discounted. 
He was no democrat and it was probably in the 
ethical case against injustice that his appeal 
lay. Quentin Bell in his biography of Ruskin 
records that he had questioned a veteran of the 
Labour Party who doubted that its early members had 
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in fact read Unto this Last. As an explanation 
Bell suggests that ‘Ruskin, before his death, had 
been canonised. Ruskin was culture and British 
socialism in its youth was respectful of educated 
opinion'.22 This might be part of the 


explanation, though on balance it seems probable 
that the writings of both Carlyle and Ruskin, which 
were then extensively circulated, had been sampled 
by the Labour members. One contemporary, 
W.H. Mallock, accepted their influence and pointed 
out the apparent contradiction of workers' 
representatives basing their ideas on bourgeois 
authors.23 However, ate might well be that 
criticisms from within of the prevailing system of 
values were regarded as more telling than those of 
proletarian authors, who were in any case few in 
number. 

There can be neither precision nor certainty 
in discussing something as nebulous as men's ideas 
and the ways in which they seek to apply them. 
Perhaps more than from religious faith and reading, 
views are formed by more immediate, day-to-day 
experiences. Even though details about books had 
been sought, some of Stead's respondents made this 
point. "All life is a book' replied the 'Lib-Lab' 
Henry Broadhurst Yin street, bua. railway carriage 
and railway platforms’. Wal eens — JeySNEatetealiaves; á a 
Wesleyan lay preacher, Arthur Henderson made a 
similar point: "My best book has been my close 
contact with, and deep interest in the spiritual, 
moral, and social and industrial affairs of life'. 
Another ‘Lib-Lab' and secretary of the TUE 
parliamentary committee, W.C. Steadman, stated 'I 
gained most of my experience in the hard school of 
adversity from my boyhood days upwards'. Richard 
Bell's reply mentioned only Ruskin and ended with 
the remark that 'the greatest book from which I 
have gained most is the book of experience’. The 
coalminers' leader, Thomas Glover, echoed this, but 
put his views more bluntly and at greater Hengtik 


I am sorry to say that I have not gained my 
experiences Gwe Cse joyeyeec but from the 
everyday experiences of how the workers have 
been treated by the employers and the class 
which dO HOt work, and whase main object has 
always been to keep the working man as much in 
the dark as they can. I had to work in the 
Mines from a very early age - nine years old 
when I started and very long hours - and the 
little I learned was at the night schools, and 
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then by seeking to get into company always 
above myself and learning from them, which was 
most valuable to me. 


Shackleton gave as his ‘chief guide’ the practical 
experience gained from trade union work and Snowden 
believed that men and ‘a close observation of the 
minds and manners of the people’ among whom he had 
lived had taught him more than his library of 2000 
volumes. 24 

Propagandist work in the ILP or posts as trade 
union officials meant that most Labour MPs had not 
for some years worked in their original 
occupations. Nevertheless, the great majority had 
spent lengthy periods as workers in factories and 
mines and could reasonably claim an intimate 
familiarity with the working conditions of the 
majority of the population. They had also directly 
encountered experiences of other aspects of 
working-class life. Some had suffered poverty, 
including the ministrations of the poor law, at 
first hand; others, though the sons of skilled 
workers earning better wages, were familiar with 
the hardships of less fortunate neighbours. Te 
would be remarkable if experiences such as these 
had not shaped the attitudes of Labour politicians. 

Moreover, other forces were also exerting an 
influence around the turn of the century. 
Increasing world competition was causing British 
employers to put more pressure on their work- 


forces. Some consequences of this were mentioned 
at the 1902 conference of the LRC by W.J. Davis, an 
old-fashioned and non-socialist leader of 


Birmingham trade unionism. Davis referred to the 
"displacement of labour by machinery' and the way a 
‘mechanic or a labourer if on the wrong side of 45 
years of age, when applying for work, is often told 
that he is too old'. Moreover, manufacturers were 
compelling their workers ‘to take out the finish, 
smoothness, and beauty, in_order that they can get 
into the market cheap. ' 29 Trade unionists also 
felt they were being unfairly blamed for the 
country's failure to resist newer competitors. In 
particular, the series of articles on ‘The Crisis 
in British Industry' published during 1901-2 by The 
Times caused much resentment. In its report to the 
LRC conference in February 1902 the executive 
committee referred to the paper carrying on ‘the 
traditions of the Pigott forgeries and lies’. 

The economic and social changes that were 
taking place in the twenty or thirty years before 
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1914 have been seen as helping to create a more 
distinct and homogeneous working class. This was 
‘the era of . . . the fish-and-chip shop, the 
football team and its supporters, the working class 
seaside holiday, the public elementary school, the 


working class pattern of betting . . . and not 
least, the Labour Councillor and the "new" 
union’. 27 The forces that were shaping 


communities of the urban working-class were also 
affecting the lower middle class and it is 
generally accepted that the gap between these 
classes was widening. 28 Many Edwardians felt 
that they were experiencing a growth in class 
consciousness. The advent of the Labour Party and 
the upsurge in trade unionism, especially in the 
years of the ‘labour unrest', were among the 
developments that led politicians and others to 
look more closely at the changes that were taking 
place within society. However, few members of the 
Older, upper-class parties were able to understand 
the everyday life of the majority One the 
population. As the Liberal Chancellor of the 
Exchequer, Lloyd George undoubtedly had an appeal 
to many of the working class. He could on occasion 
speak movingly of the hardships of the poor and 
condemn the ‘idle rich' - though he confessed that 
he did not fully realise the nature of poverty 
until he came to adMinister the old age pensions 
act.£9 Another exponent of the ‘new Liberalisnm', 
C.F.G. Masterman, also tried to penetrate the way 
of life of what he referred to as ‘the multitude’, 
but his tone was often similar to the strictures of 
the ‘national efficiency' school Ol social 
reformers.30 While some progressive Liberals had 
social consciences their knowledge of working-class 
life was limited. As for the average politician 
the philanthropic George Cadbury was near the truth 
when he told a party of LRC delegates to Bournville 
that ‘few of the present members [Lof Parliament) 
knew or cared to know much about the condition of 
the working men of the country'.3l 

On the other hand, working-class propagandists 
emphasised their immediate contact with society's 
less fortunate members. They could voice the sort 
of appeal for fairer treatment of their class that 
would seem false RIE made by a bourgeois 
politician. For instance, at an open-air meeting 
during his by-election campaign of 1903, Will 
Crooks produced 'thunderous volleys of applause ' 
when, after describing the trials of the 
unemployed, [he] cried 'Give ‘em a chance'.32 IE 
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was the same simple, even simplistic philosophy 
that Tressell gave his character Joe Philpot: ‘If 
you sce a PEOL boz- i wot s Cowan en “is luck, give 
'im a 'elpin' 'and'.3 


LKI 


Most Labour MPs would have had first-hand 
knowledge of unemployment, either from being out of 
work themselves or through the experiences of 
friends and relations. The 'right to work! was a 
demand never far from the centre of Labour 
politics, and it was an issue that distanced the 
party from Liberalism. 34 In his election address 
at Jarrow, in July 1907, Pete Curran emphasised the 
‘grave national evil' of unemployment and blamed 
the Liberal government for creating obstacles 
rather than assisting the out-of-work. 3° Later 
in the month, at Colne Valley, Victor Grayson made 
the ‘right to work' the first heading of an 


election address. It was a ‘stinging disgrace', he 
wrote, ‘that men and women were unemployed in a 
community professing to be civilized and 
Christian', but the Tories and Liberals refused to 
tackle the problem because ‘the continuance of 
unemployment is necessary to their rents and 
profits'.36 Both Curran, who was sponsored by 


the gasworkers and general labourers' union and had 
the endorsement of the LRC, and Grayson, who stood 
as an independent socialist, were elected. 
Curran's success seemed to be based on an appeal to 
trade union solidarity, particularly that of the 
Durham miners and the shipwrights who worked in 
Palmers yard at Jarrow.3/ He had topped the poll 
against Liberal, Conservative and Irish Nationalist 
candidates, and this strengthened Labour's belief 


in its effectiveness as a party. His election 
helped to raise morale at the following annual 
conference. W.A. Appleton, for instance, the 
General Federation of Trade  Unions' fraternal 


delegate, optimistically spoke of most differences 
between the trade union and socialist wings as 
‘terminological and not  fundamental'.38 On the 
Other hand, in the Colne Valley Grayson had 
preached a type of evangelical socialism that found 
an enthusiastic response in an area where trade 
unionism was relatively weak but where the ethical 


basis of politics was unusually strong. 3? His 
election - against both Liberal and Conservative 
candidate - led some Labour supporters to press for 
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a stronger attack on the Liberal Party, more in 
line with Grayson's own controversial tactics in 
the Commons. 


The Labour leadership, however, remained 
characteristically cautious. Though the activities 
of the PLP might have seemed lacklustre to the 
left-wing critics, some achievements could be 


claimed by the leadership. While on the floor of 
the Commons the party had been overshadowed by the 
government, behind the scenes it had made gains. 
In particular there was the virtual eclipse of the 
Lib-Labs. After the election of 1906 some twenty 
MPs had formed themselves, rather loosely, into the 
‘Trade Union Labour Party'. The majority of this 
group were miners' leaders, representing districts 
unaffiliated to the Labour Party (in Lancashire, 
where the hold of Liberalism was weaker, the 
Lancashire and Cheshire Miners' Federation had 
affiliated to the LRC in 1903). In 1906 the MFGB 
balloted its members on the question of joining the 
Labour Party. So small was the majority that the 
pro-affiliation element was encouraged to call for 
another ballot, held in May 1908. This reversed 


the decision by 213,000 votes to 168,000 - an 
indication of the shift of opinion at grass-roots 
level towards independent labour 


representation. 40 Although for a few more years 
a handful of 'Lib-Lab' MPS survived, the majority 
were absorbed into the Labour Party while one or 
two others were designated simply as Liberals.4l 

At the time of the MFGB ballot there were 
fifteen 'Lib-Lab' miners' MPs in Parliament and it 
was afterwards decided that they would ‘be not 
called upon to sign the constitution of the Labour 
Party except in the event of a by-election or at 
the next General Election'.42 However, aia 
by-election in July 1909 J.G. Hancock of the 
Derbyshire Miners was elected under Liberal 
auspices - an early indication of the problem that 
was to last for three or four years, the severing 
of the links between some miners' leaders and 
Liberalism. Even so, the Labour leaders could 
tolerate difficulties such as this, given the 
financial and other advantages that the affiliation 
of the MFGB brought. There had also been a 
by-election success in May 1909 when Joseph 
Pointer, a patternmaker and ILP member, won 
Sheffield Attercliffe. Labour had been fortunate 
in that an Independent Conservative intervened to 
make the contest a four-sided one and Pointer took 
the seat with (only 27:5 per Gane © the votes 
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cast. In a dozen other by-elections fought by 
Labour candidates between 1906 and 1909 the party 
had been unsuccessful. Three had been straight 


fights against Conservatives, but in the other nine 
Liberal candidates had also been present and Labour 
had ended up in third place. 

The problem of having to share the 
‘progressive’ vote was less acute at the general 
elections of LSLO when the spirit of the 
understanding reached in 1903 between MacDonald and 
Gladstone was revived. In January 1910 all forty 
of the Labour MPs elected benefited from Liberal 
co-operation; a similar number of Labour candidates 
were defeated, the majority ending up at the bottom 
of the poll in three-cornered fights. Of the two 
earlier by-election successes, Pete Curran lost but 
Pointer held his Sheffield constituency where an 
agreement to allow a straight fight had been 
reached with the Liberals. Five other sitting MPs 


were defeated (Macpherson, Summerbell, 
T.F. Richards, Crooks and Jenkins) while Kelley 
retired on medical grounds. mms OF Me elettiete 
Labour MPs of 1906, twenty-four continued their 
parliamentary careers. With the retirement of 


Richard Bell, the railwaymen secured the election 
in Derby of J.H. Thomas, who was regarded as firmly 
committed to independent Labour politics. The 
other fourteen members represented what were 
classed as mining constituencies (the proportion of 
Miners in the electorate ranged from over half down 
to about ten per cent). In all, sixteen Labour MPs 
were sponsored by the MFGB. 43 

Most of the new intake had graduated from 
trade union officialdom. Characteristically they 
started work at an early age and had by dint of 
self-improvement achieved some standing in their 
locality. Some had links with non-conformity, 
several had been elected to positions in local 
government and had been appointed as magistrates. 
Middle-aged by the time they reached the House of 
Commons, they were similar in outlook and 
temperament to the majority of Labour MPs elected 
in 1906. 

Nor did the composition of the party change 
greatly as a result of the second general election 
of 1910 held in December. Will Crooks regained his 
Woolwich seat, on this occasion sponsored by the 
Fabian Society instead of the small coopers’ 


union. Another London constituency, Bow and 
Bromley, was won by George Lansbury, a dedicated 
socialist. Tom Richardson, a Durham miner who was 
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also an active ILP member, was successful at 
Whitehaven (an understanding with local Liberals 
meant that they put up no candidate in return for a 


free run at Cockermouth). William Adamson, a 
miners' official, defeated a Liberal candidate at 
West Fife (the agreement between MacDonald and 
Gladstone had not applied to Scotland). The seat 


at Sunderland, lost in January, was regained for 
Labour by F.W. Goldstone, a schoolteacher and 
campaigner for reform of the educational system. 
Against these five gains, there were defeats in 
Lancashire for Thomas Glover, James Seddon and 
Harry Twist. Shackleton did not contest Clitheroe, 
having accepted a post as a Home Office labour 
adviser, but the seat was retained by Albert Smith, 
a trade union leader in the local textile 
industry. Thus Labour emerged with forty-two MPs. 
Sixteen other Labour Party candidates had gone 
unsuccessfully to the polls, where in all but two 
cases they had faced both Liberal and Conservative 
opposition. 


IV 


Labour's reliance on the Liberals at the 
hustings was paralleled at Westminster. The 
Osborne judgement had made the party dependent on 
the willingness of the government to bring in 
amending legislation at a time when sections of the 
broader labour movement were becoming increasingly 
militant. The sharp rise in trade union membership 
was associated with a wave of strikes which brought 
to the fore younger leaders who were critical of 
the way the working class was being represented by 


the Labour Party. Some critics regarded Parliament 
as, in Tom Mann's words, ‘brought into existence by 
the ruling class' to provide a ' more effective 
means of dominating and subjugating the working 
class’. Should a socialist get into Parliament, 
declared A.G. Tufton of the Carpenters and Joiners, 
"he simply gets swamped by his new 
environment'.44 To James Gribble ~- 'General' 
Gribble Gf the karda | Strikes: lG05 = the Lanoue 


Party had become 'a piece of potter's clay in the 
Hamdey et the Miberal  Gabinet'. 22 Though Gribble 
was an SDF activist his view was similar to that of 
Beatrice Webb. Though a hostile observer of ‘the 
new left =~ the Syndicalists', she was equally 
contemptuous of the way ‘Lloyd George and the 
Radicals have out-trumped the Labour Party'. 46 
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Even allowing that Labour had always been subject 
to attacks from the left and that Beatrice Webb was 
given to olympian judgments on the party, there 
appeared to be some cause for pessimism. There was 
too a renewed challenge from the SDF (since 1907 
known as the Social-Democratic Party), which merged 
with some Clarion groups and about forty defecting 
branches of the ILP to form the British Socialist 
Berst aia IL Silil< For a time the proselytizing of 
Grayson, who had lost his seat in January 1910, and 
Others revived the slogan about the need to ‘make 
socialists'. 

In the Commons the Labour Party could still be 
regarded as the tail of the Liberals, as ‘a tick 


carried along on the Asquithean sheep' as one 
historian has expressed it.4/7 The party was 
divided over the National Insurance Bill and seemed 
to lack purpose and direction. By July 1912 


MacDonald privately reflected that the party was 
acting in a way that made him think it was 
‘hopeless to go on' in trying to prevent it 
becoming ‘a disorganised mob'. Hardie, who was 
also given to periods of melancholy, was similarly 
pessimistic. 48 

Yet in the shorter term MacDonald and the 
other leading figures in the party had limited room 
in which to manoeuvre. The state of national 
politics and Labour's finances was such that there 
could be no question of trying to force another 
general election. Within the party there was a 
need to strengthen its organisation and personnel. 
In particular, the miners' affiliation - though in 
the longer term of inestimable benefit - brought 
problems. As W.V. Osborne, a critic of the unions' 
involvement with the Labour Party, wrote of the 
MFGB members, ‘instead of joining in the headstrong 
pursuit of impossible ideals, they acted rather as 
a drag'.49 The older leaders were so set in 
'Lib-Labism' that they were loathe to sign the 
Labour Party constitution or to establish separate 
Labour organisations in their constituencies. Nor 
was the MFGB in a position to bring these men into 
line. It was recognised that many miners were 
Liberal voters who would not wish the federation to 
appear subservient to the Labour Party. There was 
also a feeling of loyalty to the elderly 
parliamentary leaders. Three veterans of mining 
trade unionism, Burt, Fenwick and Wilson, continued 
as before, though most of the others, as Gregory 
notes, ‘were less scrupulous: they disagreed with 
the constitution, signed it, and then ignored 
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it',20 Unfortunately for the Labour Party, the 
deaths of three miners' MPs - Enoch Edwards in June 
1912, James Haslam in July 1913 and W.E. Harvey in 
April 1914 - led to by-elections which resulted in 
the return of two Liberals and a Conservative. The 
complicated details of these ellectiois Mced nee be 
given hese, bue (the defeats cic ecrergehemn Cne 
impression that Labour was failing to make 
progess.°l In addition George Lansbury resigned 
his seat at Bow and Bromley in order to contest the 
resulting by-election, held in November 1912, on 
the women's suffrage issue. Having, in the words 
of Augustine Birrell, ‘let his bleeding heart run 
away with his bloody head', he lost the seat. 2 
These by-election defeats have been regarded 
as evidence that Labour was in decline in the years 


prior to 1914. This view and the related question 
of the fortunes of the Liberal Party cannot be 
examined in detail here, although some general 


points might be made.23 Io the first place, 
though hostile towards syndicalist doctrines and 


remote from the labour unrest, the Labour 
leadership was able to criticise the Liberal 
government's handling of the contemporary 
industrial unrest. Some disputes involved Liberal 


MPs who also had business interests, although such 
men were aware of the political difficulties that 
could arise and had tried to avoid them.°4 
Nevertheless, a combination of growing trade union 
membership, a series of major strikes and the 
emergence of a younger more militant leadership was 
bound to emphasise the gap between the political 


parties. Thus in MacDonald's constituency of 
Leicester in 1913, local socialists intent on 
contesting a by-election - against the wishes of 
the parliamentary party - “deeply and strongly 
resented' several government actions, including 
those in the railway and mining strikes and the 
prosecution of Tom Mann and others. At the 


same time, and despite all its limitations, it was 
becoming more accepted that the Labour Party hadha 
role to play in representing the working class. An 
acknowledgment of this was the way in which a 
majority of members of almost all trade unions 
voted to pay the political levy. It is true that a 
substantial minority of trade unionists who took 
part in the voting, which was required under the 
terms of the Trade Union Act of 1913, opposed the 
setting up of political funds but the decision, 
once made, was to tie the fortunes of the growing 
trade union movement more closely to Labour. At 
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the local level trade union officials often took on 
the task of organising the activities of the Labour 
Party while the number of full-time agents was also 
increasing.°°© This improved organisation at the 
grass roots also contributed to Labour's efforts in 
municipal elections. Another indication of the way 
the Labour Party was consolidationg its position 
came in June 1914 when the British Socialist Party 
formative ě apalie tor atti liation. On balance, 
then, it seems that Labour had consolidated its 
position rather than lost ground in the years 
between 1910 and 1914. 


V 


Writing up her diary for 12 February 1914 
Beatrice Webb accepted the view of a fellow Fabian 
that apart from MacDonald, Hardie, Snowden and 
Henderson the Labour MPs were ‘a lot of ordinary 
workmen who neither know nor care about anything 
but the interests of their respective Trade Unions 
and a comfortable life for themselves'.°/’ Such a 
judgment contains an element of truth. Yet the 
ordinariness of the MPs gave them a unique 
understanding of the class that elected them, a 
class that was becoming more cohesive and aware of 
its political and economic strength. Moreover, 
without its association with trade unionism the 
party would not have had the backing of a vested 
interest that was growing in size and influence. 

In other respects, Beatrice Webb over- 
simplified the character of the party which, at 
times, she both despised and cultivated. There was 
more involved in Labour's make-up than narrow 
sectionalism and complacency. Sometimes the 
elements seemed too diffuse, and doctrinally its 
ideas were eclectic even for a body that was fairly 
indifferent to intellectual consistency. I 
combined the rhetoric of Victorian moral reform 
with newer slogans urging social and economic 


revolution. There were libertarian elements that 
drew on Shelley and Carpenter, and Fabian 
programmes based on bureaucratic control. To some 


members socialism was the equivalent within a 
society of biological evolution, to others it was 
neither scientific nor desirable. Secularists 
dedicated to an earthly paradise in the form of 
"Merrie England' and the precept that 'fellowship 
is life’ were part of the same movement as those 
who believed that the Labour Party incorporated the 
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teachings of the Sermon on the Mount. Little 
regarding any intellectual contradictions, many 
individuals combined several strands of thought. 
Politicians are seldom troubled by questions of 
logical consistency, which enabled differing 
beliefs to be apparently reconciled. That 
differences were tolerated - or if not, that the 
party survived anyway - is explicable in terms of a 
deeper force. By 1914 the idea of independent 
political representation was well established in 
trade union and other working-class bodies. The 
beliet that workers should have their own spokesmen 
in Parliament was the Labour Party's main source of 
strength and unity. Thus the ideology of the early 
Labour Party can be understood aS more than a 
series of political and legislative proposals; it 
also incorporates, to use the phrase of a modern 
political scientist, ‘values which spring from the 
experience of the British working class'. 58 LE 
was this ethos that gave the party its reason for 
being and which helps to make intelligible its 
subsequent history in both government and 
opposition. 
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Chapter Two 


THE LABOUR PARTY IN SCOTLAND 


Seven weeks before the Memorial Heh 
Conference in 1900, 266 delegates met in the Free 
Gardeners' Hall in Edinburgh’ and formed the 
Scottish Workers' Parliamentary Elections Committee 
to work for ‘Direct Independent Working-Class 
Representation in the House of Commons, and on 
Local Administrative Bodies'. Such representation 
was needed to press for ‘these important measures 
ci social and industrial reform which are 
absolutely necessary for the comfort and well-being 
of the working classes. The conference was 
quite specific about the issues which it expected 
an independent party to take up: 


A legal Eight-Hour Day; Old Age Pensions; and 


ample provision ice those Disabled; 
Accumulative Taxation of Land Values and all 
other forms of Unearned Income . o oF ENG 


organisation by Imperial and Local authorities 
of self-supporting industries by which the 
right to work would be secured to everyone, 
especially in times of trade depression; the 
fixing of a minimum wage by law, particularly 
in the sweated trades, as had been done in the 
colony of Victoria. 


An amendment to add nationalisation of the means Git 
production, distribution and exchange was rejected 
by a large majority. 

The delegates came from trades COuMen IS, eieace 
unions, the S vane the SDF, summoned by a 
resolution of the L329 SeE@rcish  Weaceas Union 
Congress. Unlike the London Conference, the 
Co-operative movement in Scotland was also 
represented, with delegates from four Co-operative 
conferences and from fourteen local societies. 
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This Co-operative representation was to remain a 
distinctive feature of the Scottish movement and, 
although Robert Smillie, the Lanarkshire miners' 
leader, presided over the first conference, the 
first chairman of the SWPEC was a Co-operator, 
Henry Murphy of Lanark (a member of the ILP). More 
than a decade of battling, legally and politically, 
against an organised boycott of Co-operative 
societies by private traders had politicised the 
Scottish movement. 

It is not really surprising that the Scots 
should have pioneered this move to co-ordinate the 
activities of different groups working to get 


labour representation. Socialists of diverse views 
and factious nature had been active in most 
Scottish cities since the early 1880s. Keir Hardie 


had declared for independence in the aftermath of 
the Mid-Lanark by-election of 1888 and from his 
base in the Scottish Labour Party had campaigned 
among the trade unions for support for direct 
labour representation. 2 The beginnings of a 
trade-union-backed labour party had appeared in 
1892 when the Scottish United Trades Councils 
Labour Party had endorsed seven candidates.3 But 


intense personal jealousies and regional 
diversities caused problems and produced a plethora 
of, sometimes rival, organisations. Some success 


had been achieved in local politics and by the end 
of the 1890s twelve ‘Labour' members sat on the 


Glasgow Town Council, but in national politics 
there had been little progress. Smillie, in the 
first of his many by-election defeats, doubled 
Hardie's 1888 vote in another Mid-Lanark 


by-election in 1894, but William Maxwell, a leading 
Co-operator, backed by the ILP into which the 
Scottish Labour Party had merged, could only manage 
448 votes in the Glasgow Blackfriars and 
Hutchesontown Division in the same year. In the 
general election of 1895 eight, mainly ILP, 
candidates stood but showed little improvement on 
the 1892 results. The most spectacular result came 
the following year in Aberdeen, an area where an 
active group of radicals and socialists had for a 
decade gone their own way in defiance of any west 
of Scotland domination. They had retained a fierce 
loyalty wo Mo Mo Champion, WaS Ecos dm the 
constituency in 1892, and a deep-seated suspicion 
of Keir Hardie. At the North Aberdeen by-election 
in 1896 Tom Mann came within 500 votes of 
defeating the Liberal candidate in a straight 


fight.4 
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In the west of Scotland the ILP was by far the 
strongest influence among politically active trade 
unionists and the first Parliamentary Committee of 
the SMOC formed in 18977) had eight IGP supperters 
among its eleven members. Smillie, the chairman of 
the STUC, and George Carson, its secretary, both 
close associates of Hardie, were the moving forces 
behind the initial steps at the congress that Jed 
to the 1900 conference.” No doubt the experience 
of the Edinburgh conference stood Hardie and his 
ILP associates in good stead when it came to 
Managing the meeting in the Memorial Hall. 
Significantly, it was the Glasgow-based ILPer 
Joseph Burgess, who attended both conferences, who 
kept the LRC at a manageable twelve members just 
like the Scottish Committee, with its four trade 
unionists, four E delegates, two ILPers 
and two from the SDF. 

There was little chance RON the new 
organisation to make much progress before it was 
faced with the 1900 Khaki election. The committee 
endorsed only the anti-war journalist, 
A.E. Fletcher, the ILP candidate in Glasgow 
Camlachie, who stood as a Labour candidate though 
with no Liberal opposition. It declined to support 
William Maxwell in the Tradeston Division because 
he took the Liberal label, though individual 
members of the committee did speak in his 
support.” Also the STUC and the Glasgow Trades 
Council gave support to five Liberal candidates in 
Glasgow divisions.8 Although there was strong 
anti-war sentiment in Scotland it was more than 
balanced by jingoism and imperialism and for the 
first time since 1832 Scotland returned a majority 
of Conservatives and Unionists. Even in that 
election, however, Liberals still managed to get 
Ore weon Liftty per cene of the votes. OLd tiberal 
issués like religion, temperance and land reform, 
which south of the border had an increasingly dated 
look, still had an appeal in Scotland. 


I 


Wath thé establishment of the LE the isene OE 
the two committees' arcas of jurisdiction was 
quickly raised. MacDonald confirmed that all north 
of the Tweed was for the Scottish committee, but he 
was not willing to allow the Scots to approach 
unions whose membership spanned the border for 
contributions in proportion to their Scottish 
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membership. ? Indeed, MacDonald was soon pressing 
one union, the Amalgamated Railway Servants, to pay 
for its Scottish members. 10 A yet further 
complication arose when the Postmen's Federation, 
which had its headquarters in Glasgow, sought 
aifiliation rO tha inprels deal MacDonald, of course, 
had his own financial worries and he was anxious 
not to have appeals to unions coming from two 
different directions. The Scottish committee, on 
the other hand, was dependent on voluntary payments 
and needed to be able to appeal as widely as 
possible, especially since the number of 
specifically Scottish unions was in decline. A 
meeting OR representatives of the Scottish 
committee with Hardie and MacDonald did little to 
resolve the differences. The LRC delegates would 
not negotiate on the issue and MacDonald caused 
great offence by suggesting that the two commitees 
be ‘centralised in one', the Scottish conference 
abolished, and a local committee appointed to look 
after things in Scotland.12 It was clear that 
those Scots who had taken the high road to London 
and were well represented in the inner councils of 
the LRC had little sympathy with the nationalist 
sentiments of their fellow countrymen. 

The Scottish committee had other problems. 
The SWPEC was not recognised as the sole body for 
co-ordinating political action. There were already 
a number of active local municipal committees and 
by encouraging the establishment of local LRCs the 
SWPEC found that it was impinging upon existing 
local bodies. Important feathers were ruffled when 
it was suggested that new local committees should 
undertake local as well as parliamentary work.13 
Again there were difficulties in too many appeals 
for limited financial support and for many 
political activists success in local politics 
undoubtedly seemed a much more realistic and, 
probably, more important prospect than the 
hopelessness of most general elections. The 
Glasgow Trades Council, by far the largest of the 
Scottish councils, and, as a result, generally a 
law unto itself, directly challenged the authority 
of the new body by organising its own conference of 
labour and socialist representatives in sepeemoer 
1900 without any reference to the committee.t 

Not surprisingly, there were also considerable 
differences over policy and tactics. The SDF was 
particularly vocal at the first annual conference, 
getting nationalisation of land, railways and mines 
made a plank in the committee's platform, but the 
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same conference reversed a previous decision that 
sponsored candidates should not appear on the 
platform of candidates from other parties.15 As 
a result of this, the SDF, which in Glasgow 
contained a strong 'impossibilist' element that was 
soon EG lead to a break with Hyndman, 
disaffiliated. Nevertheless, with delegates at the 
1901 conference from 20 co-operatives, 80 trades 
councils and trade unions as well as from socialist 
groups, the committee could claim to be widely 
representative. 

A new test came in September 1901 at a 
by-election in North-East Lanarkshire, the heart of 
the iron and steel industry and one of the largest 
mining constituencies. The Scottish Liberals had 
been anxious for some time to rally support among 
miners. in (Fite Sand MidilGthtan they had been 
cultivating the miners' leaders and encouraging the 
view that they would not oppose a Miners' 
candidate.16 At least some Liberal MPs 
recommended that a miners' candidate be accepted in 
North-East Lanarkshire, but local Liberals strongly 
resented this.l7 The initiative in selecting c 
labour candidate came from a local committee, 
pulled together by Joseph Burgess.18 The choice 
for candidate fell on Smillie and his campaign was 
financed largely by the miners, who, since 1900, 
had been committed EO promoting labour 
representation. The miners' union put up some 
£400, while Hodge's steel smelters' union, on the 
other hand, gave a mere £18 and the SWPEC could 
manage only £25.19 This was an area where about 
a third of the electorate were miners, though by no 
means all of them were unionised; perhaps more 
significantly, it was also an area which had about 
the largest Irish vote in Scotland. 20 

The issues were South Africa and Irisch some 
Rule and focused on the attitudes of the Liberal 


Imperialist candidate, Cecil Harmsworth. Because 
of Harmsworth's known luke-warmness to Home Rule, 
reflected ara eRe Harmsworth-owned Glasgow 


newspapers, Smillie was the approved candidate of 
the United Irish League and William Redmond and 
other Irish Parliamentary Party members spoke for 
him in the constituency. But it is clear Roat Tor 
Many Ot the Catholic populacion in an Arez where 


even the Co-operative society was split on 
religious lines it was too much to accept this 
Ulster Scot The debates within the Irish 


community went on right up to polling day.21 In 
addition, the miners' vote was further divided by 
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Chisholm Robertson, who campaigned against Smillie, 
in association with some miners who objected to the 
union's political involvement. Robertson's Central 
Miners’ Union was strong among the Irish Catholic 
miners of the Bellshill district and was poaching 
in the area of the Lanarkshire County Union. 
Rivalry between Robertson and Smillie had existed 
for a number of years and Smillie had recently been 
largely instrumental in having Robertson ousted 
from the presidency of the Glasgow Trades Council, 
after a PALIEK denunciation LOR financial 
malpractice. The rivalry had deep roots, to a 
large extent in the ambition and tetchiness of 
Chisholm Robertson. He suggested that 'No Catholic 


should vote Socialist', and was eventually expelled 
from the United Irish League EOR his 
activities.22 Unofficial strike action among 


steel workers at Mossend meant that John Hodge's 
endorsement was of doubtful utility to Smillie and, 
in the end, his respectable 2,900 votes had clearly 
made only limited inroads into traditional voting 
patterns. 23 

At the 1902 conference there were further 
pleas for consolidation of the various bodies ‘into 
a working class party' and the committee's name was 
changed into the Scottish Workers' Representation 
Committee (not to the Scottish Workers' Party as 
Smillie wanted). 24 The financial problems of the 
committee would not go away, however, and at the 
begimning Oi 1902 ate bac pally ees ua hencho A mers 
£19. l6s had been subscribed by 24 unions; the only 
Britian unions were three branches of the 
Amalgamated Railway Servants and a branch of the 
National Labourers' Union; the only trades council 
was Glasgow; the only Miners’ union was 
Lanarkshire, and it contributed a quarter of the 
total income from unions. With 236 7S irom the ILP 
and £44. 15s from the 15 Co-operative societies 
there was little margin. The committee decided 
again to approach the executives of British unions 
for the Scottish proportion of the fees paid to the 
LRC and this brought the wrath of MacDonald upon 


their heads.@° There was another acrimonious 
exchange of letters and another conciliation 
meeting. The result was disastrous. 

A working arrangement for a common fund and 
common constitution was devised, Buty whereas 
MacDonald assumed that this meant a pooled fund, 
the Scottish committee insisted that 'Scottish 
societies contribute to the common fund through the 
Scottish committee' and that the Scots be 
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represented on a new committee to disburse the 
fund. 26 The Scottish committee, with all the 
sensitivity of the weak, seems to have assumed some 
kind of equality with the LRC, which MacDonald was 
never going to accept. Nonetheless, Gl Joine 
parliamentary fund was established though MacDonald 
was soon complaining about the small sums coming 
from Scotland. A meeting at the Scots' request, 
this time with Arthur Henderson, to discuss 
afitiiation ta the ERC trica oe find a compromise. 
Now, however, the LRC refused to allow two Scots on 
the financial sub-committee and instead offered 
them two places on the executive of the LRC. While 
that was acceptable, a demand from London for an 
affiliation fee of 15s per 1000 members was 
rejected on the grounds that it would absorb all 
the Scottish funds.2/7 By 1904 MacDonald was 
convinced of ‘the deadness of the Scottish 
Committee' and talked of ‘the imminent necessity of 
taking over the whole country'.28 Separation 
also presented many practical problems and 
candidates for Scottish seats who were backed by 
British unions, like Barnes in Glasgow, Wilkie in 
Dundee and Hill in Govan, were on the LRC list of 
candidates. 

Meanwhile, most initiatives were being taken 
outside the SWRC. ia ine gica che NDES, Ehe 
Scottish Miners' Federation had agreed after a 
ballot in 1901 to contest seats at the next general 
election and it was the federation which backed 
John Robertson in another North~East Lanarkshire 
by-election in 1904. The sitting LRC members 
issued a manifesto in his support.29 The SWRC 
issued a pamphlet on Chinese Labour in South Africa 
to coincide with the campaign.30 It also tried 
to get support from the Irish nationalists but 
without success and, although he had backing from 
all the labour organisations in Lanarkshire, 
Robertson still tended to be seen as the miners' 
candidate. >l Nonetheless, he succeeded in 
adding mere than a thousand to Smillic = LOOL yote. 


I 


The MacDonald~Gladstone agreement did Tiot 
cover Scotland and in the 1906 election all the 
Labour candidates had to face Liberal opposition. 
The lack of some agreement was not for want of 
trying on the part of the Liberals. They had been 
anxious about the emergence of independent labour 
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since the 1890s and had a committee since 1894 that 
hoped for future negotiations with the leaders of 
the peeks sia melee Labour Party ‘if opportunity should 
occur'.3 In 1900 the West Fife Liberals would 
have been prepared to accept a miners' candidate, 
but John Weir, the much-respected but aged Fife 
miners' leader, declined to stand.33 The issue 
surfaced again for the Liberals in 1902 when the 
miners announced plans to put up Smillie in South 
Ayrshire and when Barnes was adopted as Labour 
candidate for Blackfriars and Hutchesontown. There 
was considerable Liberal opposition to any 
suggestion that seats might be handed over to the 
ILP, but the Liberal leadership was keen for 


talks. Smillie was prepared to withdraw from South 
Ayrshire if the Liberals in North-East Lanarkshire 
would accept a Labour candidate.34 When this 


proved impossible to arrange, a meeting between the 
committee of the Scottish Liberal Association and 
four representatives OF the Scottish Miners' 
Federation resulted only in a refusal by the miners 
to consider any "working arrangement Or 
understanding . . . between the Miners' Federation 
and any Political Party'.3> In his first speech 
after adoption for Blackfriars, Barnes emphasised 
that he would have no dealing with the Liberal 
Party and he spurned approaches from the local 
Liberals.3°6 In spite of these rebuffs the 
Scottish Liberals set up a Conciliation Committee 
that ‘should direct its attention, not merely to 
obviating electoral disputes between Liberal and 
Labour Candidates, but should also_ endeavour to 
unite all the progressive forces'.37 In the end 
it was never asked to act and other approaches to 
Labour met only a reaffirmation of independence. 38 
There were only two successful candidates in 
the 1906 election, both of whom were backed by the 
LRC. George Barnes, the ‘secretary of the ASE, 
defeated Bonar Law and a Liberal in Blackfriars. 
His success has generally been explained as the 
result of Labour getting the Irish vote due to the 
lack of Liberal commitment to Home Rule. 39 
Certainly John Redmond, the UIL and the veteran 
Glasgow-Irish political organiser, John Ferguson, 
all recommended support for Barnes, as they did for 
two other Labour candidates, Burgess in Camlachie 
and Sullivan in Lanarkshire.49 But with just 
Over a thousand Irish voters and the Irish 
organisation split on the issue, Barnes must have 
attracted considerably wider support and the 
Liberal view was that he took votes equally from 
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Liberals and Conservatives. 

The one other successful candidate was the 
shipwrights' secretary and member of the LRC 
executive, Alexander Wilkie in Dundee. Dundee had 
a Central Workers' Committee which had been active 
since before 1900. The SDF secretary of the London 
Trades Council, James Macdonald, had stood in 1892 
and in 1895. Even earlier, in an 1889 by-election, 
when the Dundee Labour Electorai Association had 
threatened to put up John Burns against the Liberal 
newspaper proprietor, Sir John Leng, there seems to 
have been one of these not untypical half-promises 
ok a future Lib=lab candidate, = In 1900 the 
Dundee Workers’ Committee had been keen to get 
Barnes as a candidate, but, at this stage, the ASE 
would not agree EG his standing against a 
Liberal.42 With rumours of Leng's resignation in 
1901 an PEE was made to Smillie, though he too 
refused. 4 In 1902 Barnes had actually got to 
the position of negotiating with Leng, but 
eventually opted for Blackfriars. The local 
committee then adopted W.F. Black of the Labour 
Leader, but he dropped out at the end of 1904 when 
the publication of the Leader was moved to 
Manchester. Wilkie was adopted in 1905 and seems 
to have expected Liberal backing in this two-member 
constituency. However, a group of Libere! worthies 
split over the selection and went ahead to choose 
their own candidate, a London barrister, giving 
great offence to working-class Liberals.44 

Wilkie ran a lavish campaign with a 
proliferation Oe posters throughout the 
constituency, ‘squandering money like water on 
torchlight processions, magic lantern 
entertainments, rosettes and other flummery of the 
Barnum and Bailey order', according to the hostile 
press.49 He succeeded in splitting the two 
Liberals and coming second. There is no doubt that 
Wilkie attracted Liberal votes and, indeed, he went 
out of his way to present himself as a progressive, 
emphasising the help he had given to John Morley at 
Newcastle in 1892 and 1895 and managing to avoid 
altogether the Wse Gt the word “Labour” an (his 
election address. David Shackleton, speaking for 
him, stressed that the ‘Labour Party was going to 
be the left wing of the Liberal Party, pushing them 
on to work'.4é How much Irish support he got is 
not possible to assess. He was not endorsed by the 
UIL but he must have picked up some Irish backing 
im this darge irish const: tency. 

The miners' candidates, John Robertson in 
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North-East Lanarkshire, Joseph Sullivan in 
North-West Lanarkshire, Smillie in Paisley (an odd 
choice since there were few miners in the 
constituency), James Brown in North Ayrshire and 


David Gilmour in Falkirk Burghs all came bottom of 
the poll, as did the boilermakers-backed John Hill 
in Govan and the ILP's Burgess in Glasgow 


Camlachie. But the intervention of Hill and of 
Sullivan was enough to lose the Liberals the 
seats. In North Aberdeen, the SDF put up Thomas 
Kennedy, their organising secretary in Scotland. 


What made this a particularly interesting contest 
was that the Conservative candidate was the ‘Tory 
Democrat’, Maltman Barrie, who still retained 
credentials in this area from his days as an 
associate of H.H. Champion and who still had as his 
Main pa fOrm support for a legislative eight-hour 
days? Reputedly, there were letters from 
Champion giving backing to Barrie and claiming also 
the support of Tom Mann, who was in Australia at 
the time.48 Kennedy got the support of the 
trades council only grudgingly and his candidature 
was unrelentingly opposed by Joseph Duncan, 
secretary of the Fishermen's Union and the ablest 
of the young iLPers. He objected to the way in 
which Kennedy's candidature had been imposed by the 
SDF without any consultation with other labour 
groups.49 Nonetheless, Kennedy Managed nearly 
2,000 votes and pushed Barrie into third place. 

The limited success of Labour in the 1906 
election and the weakness of the SWRC sometimes 
seem at odds with the extraordinary amount of 
labour activity in Scotland in these years. 
Glasgow alone had the SDF and its purist breakaway, 
the Socialist Labour Party, a very active ILP, 
Clarion Scouts, Clarion Glee Clubs, ILP choirs and 


speakers' eninissy socialist Sunday schools, 
socialist rambling clubs, Fabians, Women's Labour 
League and the Labour Army. John Wheatley was 
launching the Catholic Socialist Society and there 
was a strong and politically active trades 
council. The Labour Leader was published in 
Glasgow until 1904, when iie was moved to 
Manchester, but Tom Johnston, a young Fabian, 
started Forward in 1906 to publicise socialist 
views. On Sunday evenings the Clarion Scouts or 


the ILP could pack hundreds into the Albion Halls 
or into the Pavilion Theatre to hear samples of the 
whole range of British left-wing thought. Forward 
vans and Clarion vans toured the country with 
speakers. During the summer months open-air 


47 


The Labour Party in Scotland 


meetings were held in rural areas and in holiday 
resorts. Literature from the Reformers' Bookstall 
and the Civic Press was widely distributed and 
Liberal organisers enviously contrasted Labour 
literature sales with their own difficulties in 
getting supporters to ‘buy, let alone read, the 
material which they produced. The strongest 
element was the ILP, which doubled its membership 
between 1906 and 1908, by which time there were 130 
branches in Scotland, though the SDF also was 
actively recruiting in Fife as well as in its 
traditional Glasgow and Lanarkshire areas. 29 

Yet despite all this surface activity the 
movement was not really strong. A small number of 
activists hogged a disproportionate amount of 
attention. A great deal of effort was still 
concentrated in Lanarkshire and the west Or 
Scotland, so much so that James Leatham aint 
Aberdeenshire warned, "You cannot carry the Social 
Revolution in Glasgow alomo žl Trade union 
involvement was very slight and it was difficult to 
get them to take part in what were often seen as 
essentially miners' political activities. Scottish 
unions were weak both numerically and financially, 
touching only a small proportion of the workforce. 
Byen Am the Shearttand dt vas mardily gaining 
ground. Gone were the days of the late 1890s when 
a dozen Labour 'stalwarts' had swept into the 
Glasgow Town Council on a wave of enthusiasm for 
municipalisation and in harmony with the Irish 
political machine. By 1907 the cosy arrangement 
with the Irish League had broken down and there was 
only one independent Labour member on the 
corporation. In 1908 seven Labour candidates went 
down to defeat. Even among the miners, whilst a 
magority was clearly in “favour of —atfl list, once 
the Labour Party, a smaller proportion of the 
extended membership voted for it in 1908 than had 
Jone SOQ ait  I1SOG. Elsewhere, there was often 
enthusiasm and little else. In the South Aberdeen 
by-election of January 1907 Fred Bramley, the 
Candidate, was only selected ten days before the 
election and halfway into the campaign the local 
committee had succeeded in raising only £10.°2 
It was also a bitterly divided movement. Its 
Supporters saw themselves as in competition with 
the ILP, and when Joseph Duncan was organising in 
Fife for the ILP he, on more than one occasion, 
found John MacLean and the SDF people nipping in 
and setting up a branch a few days before he 
arrived.°3 
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The emerging labour movement was also con- 
fronting a Liberal Party in which attitudes were 
hardening. With all efforts at compromise rebuffed 
and stung by defeats and near-defeats attributed to 
Labour intervention, many Scottish Liberals were 
demanding a counter-attack. In Dundee, arcanl 
Liberals were threatening to discontinue their 
payments to party funds unless socialism was 
confronted.>4 After the particular bitterness of 
a byelection deteat awt Cockermouth caused by 
Smillie's intervention, the Scottish Whip, the 
Master of Elibank, talked of the possible need for 
"a crusade against socialism' and warned that 
‘unless the Liberal Party stood upon its own legs 
its very vitals would be consumed and it would fall 
between two stools, and disappear as an active 
torce in British politics'.°° There was at least 
some talk among Liberals and Unionists of ways of 
avoiding three-cornered fights. In local elections 
distinctions between liberalism and conservatism 
were increasingly being submerged in a crude 
anti-socialism united behind one candidate. »°® 


LIE IL 


The issue of relations between the Labour 
Party and the SWRC still hung fire and a new 
agreement was worked out with MacDonald, Henderson 
and Pete Curran in June 1906. By this an attempt 
was made to retain a distinctive existence for a 
Scottish committee whilst getting closer co- 
operation. In fact, the Scottish committee would 
be powerless since LE could not place any 
candidates on the common parliamentary fund, and if 
Scottish unions wanted a man placed on the Labour 
Party's list of candidates they had to contribute 
TO the parliamentary fund and also pay an 
affiliation fee to the SWRC. The committee now 
became the Labour Party (Scottish Section). ?7 
Once again the agreement broke down with the Scots 
failing to pay the affiliation fees and MacDonald 
complaining of the failure to levy the Scottish 


unions. During 1907 there were a number of 
requests to MacDonald from Scottish unions for 
affiliation to the Labour party. The Associated 


Blacksmiths were the most persistent, but the 
Aberdeen LRC also sought membership.°8 At the 
1908 Labour Party conference in Hull it was 
recommended that in future, ‘failing a satisfactory 
arrangement with the Scottish Labour Party', 
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regūuests for alililiation fron Scottish Socieiciss 
should be accepted. ‘The Scottish section now again 
insisted on a fraction of funds from national 
Societies and from the Seottish ILP Bbranenes.-— 

By now relations were clearly hopelessly 
embittered between the ‘two organisations and made 
worse by the tensions aroused in the series of 
by-elections that followed the retirement Or 
Campbell-Bannerman. Joseph Burgess stood as a 
socialist candidate against Robert Vernon-Harcourt 
Im JOhn Morley's old seat of Montrose Burghs, 
backed by a lively ILP and SDF group which had been 
talking about a labour candidate since 1902. 
Burgess was a well-known activist in Glasgow ILE 


circles, though he had recently returned to 
Bradford to edit the Yorkshire Factory Times. He 


went out of his way to emphasise his socialism and 
although the Sue and the Scottish Section 
supported him only Hardie and Snowden from the PLP 
spoke for him. Arthur Henderson refused a telegram 
or support, although Burgess was an endorsed 
canaidate.©¥ He was able, however, to push the 
WGLOMLEE iato caire lacs. 

ine candidacy, Jor Gs He Stuart alin DuncecmEwals 
more divisive. Stuart was backed by the Postmen's 
Federation and in contrast toe Burgess, played down 
any sOClalism, explicitly denying that he vas a 
wewer fee ere Je Cie taa SINS or che SLP; Indeed, 
at least some of the Dundee labour movement 
OoJecced to mie laek of eocialisne Nevertheless, 
si Jal his speeches he favoured extensive 
nationalisation of land, railways and the means of 
production. The Scottish Section gave backing to 
Stuart as candidate for the second Dundee seat 
against (‘Churenigl, “who was Seeking a replacement 


for his lost Manchester seat. However, the NEC 
decided "that both seats La double-barrelled 
constituencies should not be fought at present' and 
refused EG sanction Stanes Candida tures. 


Wilkie conspicuously absented himself FROM ë CAE 
constituency and “only Hardie and 9.4. Seccion came 
to speak for Stuart. On the other hand, he did get 
a telegrem ie support from the Parliamentary 
Committee of the TUC and from George Barnes. © 


The Dundee Courier, embarking on a feud with 
Churchill that was to continue Enroughi ES ae 
Second world Walter, gave extensive coverage TO 
Stuart's campaign, revelling in his deseript iona oF 
Churchill as ‘a slippery gentleman', ‘a fraudulent 
and dishonest politician’ and ‘no friend to the 
workers! .0% However, the Labour cause itself was 


50 


The Labour Party in Scotland 


split by the presence of the monomaniac pro- 
hibitionist 'Labour' candidate, Edwin Scrymgeour, 
though, even without that, Churchill was safely 
returned. © 

The Labour Party's actions in this by-election 
left a disillusioned membership in Dundee and 
members dropped away.©9 For the Scottish Section 
the consequences were even more serious. The NEC 
now decided to use this as an excuse to go ahead 
and affiliate Scottish societies and to plan their 
Own candidates for Scottish ‘seats. Further efforts 
at compromise during the summer of 1908 came to 
nothing and there was clearly a growing feeling in 
Scotland that the position had to be 
regularised.66 When the miners and the one 
remaining large union, the Scottish Ironmoulders, 
affiliated to the Labour Party, it was all over. 
At the ninth conference, in spite of complaints 
about the English ‘treating Scotland as a 
province’, it was accepted that the unsound 
financial position ruled out independence. Smillie 
condemned those unions that had failed to give the 
committee adequate support, while John Robertson 
blamed the divisiveness of the SDF in a speech 
scorned by Shinwell as a _‘multitudinous mass of 


platitudinous nonsense’. ©/ Amid such mutual 
recrimination, that somehow summed up the problems 
of the Scottish labour movement, the Scottish 


committee voted itself out of existence and agreed 
to ‘approach the Labour Party with a proposal to 
establish a Scottish Committee to be directly 
financed and controlled by the Labour Party'.68 


The Scottish Workers' Committee, under its 
changing names, had never really succeeded in 
establishing itself as the decisive focus of 
independent labour activity. Hamstrung by 


financial inadequacy right from the start it was 
never able to give a clear directional lead to the 


movement. It could not impose its authority or 
even enforce payment of dues from affiliated 
unions. After a formal system of affiliation fees 


had been agreed in 1904 only thirteen unions 
actually paid themec? At mirst ie was udentitied 
with Smillie and the miners, but they soon went 


their own way as part of the miners' political 
movement rather than of a wider Scottish labour 
Organization. The secretary, George Carson, while 


no doubt a competent enough administrator and 
well-liked within the movement, combined the job 
with the secretaryship of the Glasgow Trades 
Council and of the STUC and never gave any kind of 
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leadership. It attracted few leading unionists 
after about 1904 and was run by some worthy, but 
second-rank figures. Increasingly, it just ceased 
to matter and was ignored by local committees. At 
the same time, there seems little doubt that from a 
very early date MacDonald and most the NEC were out 
to kill the separate Scottish activities. The last 
thing they wanted was the continuation of the 
regional proliferation of groups that had 
bedevilled the movement for a decade or more. 
Central co-ordination and control was the essence 
of their policy and as long as the Scottish 
committee existed it was a potential obstacle to 
that. 


IV 


At the first of the 1910 elections, with three 
more candidates than in 1906, the Labour vote in 
Scotland more than doubled, though this was nothing 
when compared to the advances made in Wales. 
Wilkie, this time with no second Liberal opposing 
him, held Dundee. Barnes, also with no Liberal 
opposition, held Blackfriars. These were the only 
successes. Burgess, against the advice of the NAC 
of the ILP and unendorsed by the Labour Party, once 
again fought Montrose Burghs. He was left to raise 
his own funds and conduct his own struggles against 
incursions from neighbouring Dundee by Churchill, 


who described Burgess as ‘a socialist jackal'. He 
had also to face denunciations (from the Dalol Cir 
che perish Gnien) iors secialism as Mas moderna 


Anti-Christ'.70 The SDF's Tom Kennedy in North 
Aberdeen, this time with rather wider backing from 
within the local labour movement though still 
refusing to sign the party constitution, did less 
well than he had done in 1906. In Leith, William 
Walker, backed 5y the Amalgamated Carpenters, came 
a poor thirds O'Connor Kessack of the ILP went down 
in Camlachie as did J.T. Brownlie of the ASE in 
Govan. The mMiners' candidates were no more 
successful. Sullivan was bottom in North-East 
Lanarkshire, Robert Small was squeezed out in the 
North-West division in a bitter sectarian battle 
between a Liberal Home Ruler and a fanatical 
Orangeman Conservative candidate, and even miners' 
trade-union officials who were Irish worked for the 


Liberals.’ Smillie in his home territory Gyre 
Mid-Lanark and James Brown in North Ayrshire were 
no more successful. There was, in fact, no sign of 
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Labour building on earlier campaigns and, except in 
Dundee and Blackfriars, the only two constituencies 
in which the Irish were advised to vote Labour, 
Labour candidates did substantially worse in the 
seven seats contested in both 1906 and 1910. 

The one spark of hope came in West Fife where 
William Adamson, secretary of the Fife miners, 
polled 4,736 votes in his first contest. Eleven 
months later, in spite of decisions in the Court of 
Session paralleling the Osborne judgement, he was 
successful. Adamson's success seems to have been 
due largely to the remarkable organising skills of 
his agent, se Macbeth, and of the miners' 
political organiser, William Watson. 72 They 
succeeded in getting some 25 per cent of the 
electors who had not voted in January to turn out 
for Adamson and, in a straight fight with a sitting 
Liberal, Adamson became the first Scottish miners' 
member. Wilkie and Barnes were again safely 
returned with no Liberal opposition, though the 
latter had to contend with SDF posters advising 
electors to "Vote against the candidate who 
supports the Liberal Government’. Smillie found 
his usual place at the bottom of the Mid-Lanark 
poll, while O'Connor Kessack, the only other 
candidate, lost ground in Camlachie to a Liberal 
who accepted most of the Labour programme. /3 
Elsewhere lack of money and lack of adequate 
organisation prevented action, though in Aberdeen 
the SDF, in another piece of mischief-making, 
withdrew Kennedy just before the election and too 
late for an ILP candidate to be put up.74 

The NEC showed considerable concern at the 
lack of success in Scotland and a series of 
conferences was held in 1911 and 1912 to look at 
organisation. There was a double problem, for both 


internal cohesion and popular support were 
lacking. Various reasons were pinpointed for the 
weakness: firstly, a lack Of effective and 


continuing local organisations between elections; 
secondly, a concentration on Lanarkshire at the 
expense of other areas; thirdly, a division 
produced by religious sectarianism which weakened 
unions and political groupings and, according to 
some, was not helped by the party in Parliament 
taking up ‘political’ issues (sc. Irish Home Rule) 
at the expense of ‘economic’ ones; fourthly, fear 
of letting Unionists in as a result of 
three-cornered fights deterred many voters, though 
frequently the leading activists were violently 
anti—-Liberal and Glen tie@aill of the PLP's 
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collaborative activities in Parliament./? 
Such issues and tensions were all too apparent 
in the Kilmarnock by-election of September 1911 


when Labour intervened against the Liberal 
WeGeeCe Gladstone: labour 's choice, Thomas 
McKerrell, was a strong candidate in this 
constituency, made up of the heavily industrial 
towns of Kilmarnock, Port Glasgow, Rutherglen, 
Dunbarton and Renfrew, where, it was claimed, five 
out of six of the voters were working class. He 


Was a Miners agent for Hardie "Ss Ayrshire Miners « 
Union and had served on Kilmarnock town council. 
The Liberals had wanted this by-election to be a 
straight fight with the Conservatives in order to 
focus exclusively on the issue of Irish Home Rule 
as some kind of test of public opinion, only to 
find themselves on the defensive and faced with 
unwelcome questions of women's suffrage and social 
policy. 7/6 Their parliamentary allies, the Irish 
Party and the Labour Party were publicly at odds. 
Irish parliamentarians worked to keep the two 
thousand Irish in the constituency on the Liberal 
Side, so that Hardie angrily warned that the Irish 
Home Rule Bill was not yet through, and if the 
Irish Party continued to oppose Labour candidates 
‘the working men will have a word to say before 
Home Rule becomes eee ae In spite Gye eons 
Siderable effort, McKerrell joOSec. emily 276i wores 
to the Liberal's 6,923 and the Conservative's 
4,637. Labour had not been successful in winning 
trade-union support and attempts to do 86 had 
merely revealed deep divisions: trade unionists had 
shown themselves to be 'either good nationalists or 
good orangemen'.’8 All that had been gained was 
a further embittering of relations with the 
Liberals. As a result of what were perceived as 
'Labour's unscrupulous tactics' at Kilmarnock, the 
Dundee Liberal Association agreed that at the next 
election, it would mun two candidates to squeeze 
Gut Walkie. 72 

There was an acceptance in London that 
Scottish issues were different and that some kind 
of Scottish committee was required. What was not 
SO readily agreed was the structure of such a 
committee. Conferences were held in Aberdeen, 
Dundee, Edinburgh and Glasgow in August 1912 and 
the recommendations OE these reflected the 
structure and tensions within the labour movements 
in these areas. In Aberdeen, where the struggle 
between SDF and ILP had been going on since the 
1890s, the ILP committee wanted strong trade-union 
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representation. The Dundee committee, now at odds 
with Wilkie, wanted no special trade-union 
representation and a Scottish Goumei Il, with 
delegates from each constituency possessing 


organisations affiliated to the Labour Party. 
Edinburgh proposed a committee on a geographical 
basis selected by ballot of affiliated societies. 
Glasgow, caught up in its own internal 
reorganisation, failed to submit an opinion.80 

While these meetings were being held yet 
another by-election opportunity arose, with the 
resignation of the Master of Elibank from 
Midlothian. The Scottish Miners* Federation annual 
conference was in session at the time and this 
fortuitous combination of circumstances allowed a 
quick nomination of Robert Brown as Labour 
candidate. Brown was the long-time secretary of 
the Lothian Miners and a provost of Dalkeith, the 
main town in the constituency. On the one hand, 
the miners' action was a determined assertion of 
independence from the Liberals in the immediate 
aftermath of the Hanley by-election; on the other 
hand, in selecting Brown they were clearly taking 
someone who might be acceptable to the Liberals. 
Brown, whom Forward described as ‘an old Liberal 
henchman', had blocked a Labour candidate standing 
against Elibank in January 1910 and perhaps in 
return for this, Elibank recommended the avoidance 
of a three-cornered fight, giving approval to Brown 
as ‘a thoroughly experienced politician of wide 
sympathies, sound commonsense and strong 
progressive views.8l' But again the Gladstonian 
connection of this seat made it one of great 
symbolic importance and the local Liberals rejected 
Elibank's advice. 

Two issues at the front of the campaign were 
land reform, with Brown campaigning POR 
nationalisation of the mines and of land, and the 
National Insurance Act of which he was critical. 
The 600-700 Irish miners were advised by the United 
Irish League to vote Liberal, but, it was claimed 
that a majority supported Brown. In the event, a 
Liberal majority of over 3,000 in December 1910 was 
overturned and the Unionist candidate squeezed in 
with a majority of 32. Brown's 2,413 had been 
enough to shatter the Liberal heartland. 82 

At the end of 1912 the NEC decided to go ahead 
with a Scottish Advisory Council of delegates from 
the Scottish trade unions, the Scottish district 
councils of British unions, affiliated LRCs, trades 
councils, the Scottish ILP Council and the Women's 
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Labour League. Henderson's rather too blatant 
compromise (OnE giving trade unions strong 
representation at the annual conference, but weak 
representation on the executive committee 
inevitably caused complaints. Smillie and the 
miners, in particular, objected to this, while the 
north of England, in the shape of Tom Shaw of the 
textile workers, protested at preferential 
treatment for Scotland. The scheme was thrown out 
by the 1913 conference and had to be revised to 
give more power to the unions. The proposals were 
adopted in the following year, though even then, 
there were northern complaints that Scotland was 
being given a special position. 

The penultimate pre-war by-election came in 
December 1913 when the miners put up Tom Gibb in 
South Lanark. Gibb generally stayed clear of the 
Irish issue, but with a large agricultural work 
force and only twenty per cent of the electorate 
miners it was not a promising area. Gibb was, 
however, a well-known protestant evangelical lay 
preacher and he blamed racial and religious 
prejudices for his defeat, though he also 
apparently failed to get the railwaymen's 
vote.84 His 1674 votes, however, were enough to 
lose the Liberals the seat and hand it to the 
Unionists. A similar splitting of the Liberal vote 
Came im Pebruary 191A “at (Meith when ooNo Bell, 
general secretary of the National Amalgamated Union 
of Labour, stood. Bell campaigned largely on the 
need for more labour representation and little 
else. But Home Rule was the overshadowing issue, 
with the Scotsman warning of impending civil war. 
The estimated 1,800 Irish voters were again 
instructed to back the Liberal, but with Bell 
getting €a “qUWarter or cbe votes, thee Umiomiets 
managed a majority of sixteen.8 

In spite of a lack of success in national 
politics, there were a few signs that Labour was 
making inroads into the consciousness of Scottish 
workers. In unions like the important Associated 
Ironmoulders younger socialist of frenralis were 
taking over from retiring Lib-Labs. Organisation 
was being worked at. The ILP appointed John Taylor 
as full-time organiser in the west in 1910. The 
local LRC in Dundee appointed a registration agent 
and organiser in 1909 and for a pees had managed to 
publish a monthly magazine.® Some important 
advances were also taking place in municipal 
politics. After years in the doldrums labour 
representation on the Glasgow town council began to 
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increase from 1910 onwards. Labour made three 
gains in 1910, another four in 1911 and, with 
extended city boundaries in 1912 yet another four, 
including the indefatigible John Wheatley. Just 
before the war some seventeen could be claimed as 
labour councillors, though not all were amenable to 


party discipline. Edinburgh elected its first 
labour councillors in 1909 and, on the eve of war, 
had six. Over Scotland as a whole the Labour Party 


had 69 town councillors and 13 county councillors 
by 1915.87 The issue of housing was becoming 


particularly important and Labour, with a 
commitment to cheap housing, was offering a 
distinctive alternative to other parties. Also, in 


local politics the division was increasingly 
between Conservatism and Socialism. 

Linked with these successes and, perhaps in 
the long term more important, were improvements in 


political organisation. Since at least 1910 
attempts had been made to co-ordinate the 
activities of the various local electoral groups, 
socialist parties, trades councils and 
Co-operatives, all of whom liked to involve 
themselves in elections. It had proved difficult 


to overcome the barrier of inflated amour propre 
among the members, but eventually a Glasgow Labour 
Party was formed in March 1912 to organise both 
local and parliamentary activity, though at the 


price of losing Co-operative support. The 
Co-operators wanted a more broadly based 
"Progressive Party' that would admit those who were 
not eligible for membership of the Labour 


Party. 88 Even after that, however, it required 
some fine diplomacy to persuade the trades council 
to surrender its Labour Party affiliation to the 
new body. In Aberdeen and Edinburgh also Labour 
Parties came into existence, though generally 
confining themselves to local politics, and, as in 
the case of Aberdeen, often not including some of 
the most dynamic elements in the labour movement. 
There were also considerable efforts made to 
persuade trade unions to take advantage of the 1913 
Act and ballot in favour of political action. 

Even more important organisational advances 
were made with registration. The fact that so many 
potential Labour voters never found their way on to 
the electoral role had long been recognised as a 
major weakness and admonitions to work oE 
registration had been frequent in the labour 
press. Generally, however, the activists had 
preferred the thrill of the street corner meeting 
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to the anonymity of door to door canvassing. From 
1910 onwards, inspired by William Watson's success 
ire @rcemisine cae hike Vote, the miners in 
penne ewen Ook Go che problem oi registration. 
key area was that of the lodger franchise. The 
annual registration of ° lodgers before the sheriff 
had generally been carried out by mutual agreement 
between Liberal and Unionist agents to accept 
lodgers in houses above a certain rental. Tri 
Mid-Lanark this was as high as £l8. The effect 
was, of course, to exclude working-class lodgers 
and Duncan Graham claimed that in 1910 there was 
net a Single mining village in the whole of Mid- 
and North-East Lanarkshire that had a lodger vote. 
He found that only 45 out of 475 lodgers in 
Mid-Lanark and 145 out of 1138 lodgers in 
North-East were miners. Graham now proceeded to 
challenge the whole basis of lodger representation 
and insisted that discrimination on grounds of 


rental should be abolished. He proposed instead 
that agents agree to one lodger for a two apartment 
house, two from a three apartment and so on. When 


this was resisted he organised the flooding of the 
registration court with claims and insisted on the 
personal appearance of middle-class lodgers. As a 
result agreement was reached that two lodger claims 
be ‘admitted from a room and kitchen house 
irrespective set rent. an adn sonal lodger 
claim to be admitted from each additional 
room',89 an agreement that speaks volumes about 
the state of Lanarkshire housing. yy LOLI tHe 
number of miners’ lodgers had increased thirteen 
fold. From Lanarkshire Graham moved into Ayrshire 
and was able to force a similar agreement. In the 
east William Watson continued his work on these 
lines in Fife and in Midlothian. 

As the pinnacle of all this new organisational 
fervour, the inaugural meeting of the new Scottish 
Advisory Council was planned for August 1914. In 
the event, it had to be postponed and it was not 
until a year later that the new body was launched 
with Ben Shaw, secretary of the Glasgow Labour 


Party, as its secretary and treasurer. At its 
first meeting, Shaw, who had been in post since 
March 1914, waS able to review the state of 
Scottish organisation: 15 divisional Labour 


Pareles, 15 locale LICS; several) miners’ political 
associations, 14 trades councils, 40 Brieg Trade 
unions, 6 Scottish trade unions, the Scottish ILP 
Council, 12 Women's Labour League branches and 3 
Fabian Societies. However, not affiliated were 25 
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Scottish trades councils, 39 purely Scottish trade 
unions, and 71 British unions with Scottish 
members. Nonetheless, the new body was recognised 
as the Labour Party in Scotland and in the most 
likely constituencies the selection of candidates 
was well advanced.99 What was not solved was the 
problem of the new body's powers nor its 
relationship to head office. The issue of devolved 
authority in Scotland was for long to prove an 
intractable one. 


V 


The remarkable feature of pre-war Scottish 
politics was the ability of the Liberal Party to 
retain its support among the Scottish working 
class. The issues that Liberalism stood for still 
had an appeal. There were few signs that a belief 
in free trade was seriously questioned in a country 
whose leading industries were so dependent on 
exports. The issue of land reform, with both urban 
and rural problems blamed on the rapacity of Tory 
landowners, still won votes for Liberals at least 
until 1911 when the much watered down Scottish 
Smallholders' Act was eventually passed. It is 
Significant that Tom Johnston's most successful 
book, Our Noble Families, serialised in the pages 
of Forward, was a vitriolic attack on landlordism 
and that he and other Labour people were behind the 
relaunching of the Highland League. As long as 
such issues remained at the forefront Liberals were 
going to retain support. Temperance too was seen 
as vital and there was hardly a Labour candidate 
who did not preface his election statements with 
assurances that he had been a staunch teetotaller 
since his early days in the Band of Hope. Religion 


also remained important and deep-seated 
sectarianism was readily brought to the surface by 
the threatened conflict in Ireland. Fear of 


letting in a Tory by splitting the radical vote 
seems often to have caused a last-minute swing back 
to the Liberal candidate, even when Labour felt it 
had been making advances. 

Yet, it may be that blaming Orangemen for 
voting Tory or Irishmen for voting Liberal was a 
ready excuse for more fundamental failures. 
Clearly, most of the activists in the movement put 
an inordinate amount of faith in their own powers 
of oratory and believed that socialism could be won 
through propaganda rather than organisation. There 
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was a determination not to compromise despite the 
fact that those candidates who were successful were 
those who were prepared either to modify their 
socialism or organise their electorate. The small 
shopkeepers, the petty businessmen, the teachers 
and the professional union organisers who made up 
the leadership of labour politics in Scotland had 
still much to do to make real contact with most of 
the Scottish working class. They moved in a 
rarefied atmosphere of the politically militant. 
It required the major changes of the war years to 
create the necessary links between leaders and 
masses. The war and its aftermath brought a 
heightened political awareness, but, of more impor- 
tance, it brought greatly extended trade-union 
membership and the development of an improved and 
efficient political organisation. The ices Git 
this were to be harvested in 1922 when Labour won 
ten out of the fifteen Glasgow seats and with 29 
members in all became by far the largest party in 
Scotland. 
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Chapter Three 


ESTABLISHING A HEARTLAND - THE LABOUR PARTY IN WALES 


"The handwriting is already upon the wall'. 
So thought 'Cymro' who was writing in the Labour 
Leader in the summer of 1906. He had just taken a 
good look at Welsh miners and he could see that 
‘the spirit of Labour independence is working 
mightily amongst them', and his feeling was that 
these Welsh miners would soon begin to feel like 
traitors if their support was not given to Labour. 
Soon they would be demanding that their leaders, 
who had so far shown so little enthusiasm for 
independence, “eel aig lina witha abour” ě or, 
according to 'Cymro', it was 'useless offering the 
Welsh miner Labour wrapped in the swaddling clothes 
of Liberalism' as 'he knows it for make-believe and 
his wrath will fall upon those who would work the 
imposture upon him'.? 

'Cymro' had read the handwriting correctly, 
for just a few months later the miners balloted on 
affiliation to the Labour Representation Committee 
and in south Wales 41,843 voted in favour as 
compared to 31,527 against. This result was a 
personal triumph for Keir Hardie who in the last 
two general elections had been returned for Labour 
in the south Wales constituency of Merthyr and who 
during the campaign leading up to the ballot had 
often exchanged sharp words with some of the more 
senior miners' leaders. The result was a triumph 
too for the Independent Labour Party whose 49 south 
Wales branches had helped ensure that every miner 
in the coalfield knew precisely what was at stake 
in the ballot. Above all, the result had been a 
triumph for a group of south Wales miners' leaders 
who had been frustrated at first when their 
president, William Abraham or Mabon, had failed to 
give the casting vote which would have meant the 
South Wales Miners' Federation Executive 
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recommending affiliation to the Labour Party, but 
who had nevertheless been able to dominate the 
ensuing coalfield debate. The Sdeninant Wrigqure 
amongst these Labour men on the SWMF Executive was 
Vernon Hartshorn, the miners' agent for the Maesteg 
area, whose argument had been that EOR twenty 
years the workers of this country had been simply 
hangers-on', whereas now 'the Labour movement was 
giving to the working classes a new conception of 
politics and a spirit of self-respect and 
independence which when fully developed would 
completely revolutionise our social late", 4 

The result of the south Wales ballot was 
unambiguous but in the short term it seemed 
irrelevant as the Miners Federation of Great 
Britain had already decided to act as one and the 
national ballot went against affiliation. In fact 
Keir Hardie, Hartshorn and their friends in the 
South Wales District of the ILP had won a famous 
and decisive victory. In national terms the south 
Wales example no doubt encouraged the ILP in other 
coalfields and may well have helped to ensure the 
national vote for affiliation in 1909 when the 
south Wales miners themselves voted even more 
decisively for the Labour Party.3 Meanwhile in 
Sour Wales itsslk “Ene 1906 result was Clearly c 
major landmark. The battle had in reality been won 
once and for all, there could be no going back, no 
reversing of this decision. By 1906 the majority 
of the members of the union that dominated the 
social and political life of south Wales had become 
supporters of independence in labour politics and 
they had clearly notified the Labour Party and the 
ILP that the future belonged with them. 4 From 
1906 onwards every working-class leader in Wales 
who was not a supporter of independence was forced 


on to the defensive. There were still many details 
to be worked out and many minor battles and 
skirmishes that suggested complications but 


whatever the setbacks nobody involved in trade 
unionism and working-class politics really doubted 
that if history had not quite turned it had given a 
pirm ichneatiom ehar iE was im tha process or 
turning. In the years after 1906 there were to be 
many angry debates and bitter contests but what 
those Sindteated were mot Optienis Or possiblities 
but rather the distaste and disappointment of those 
who could see history moving away from them. To 
identify the significance of the 1906 south Wales 
ballot in this way suggests that hindsight has 
played a DEEE g but LE is offered as an 
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interpretation which arises out of an appreciation 
of the ineluctable momentum of trade union opinion 
in those years before 1914. The grand argument had 
been won but the pay-off could only come when the 
rhetoric, conventions, institutions and images of 
the Labour Party had been more fully worked out. 
In the years after 1906 the Labour Party had to 
turn an argument and a logic into an ethos. In 
particular names and faces would have to be made 
familiar. é 

Vernon Hartshorn remained a key figure in this 
process, for he was the most able and best known of 
those south Wales = miners' leaders who fully 
believed im thes value and potential of the Labour 
Party. On the SWMF Executive he continuously 
argued Labour's -case and in particular he urged his 
colleagues to? sanction his adoption as a 
fully-fledged Labour candidate in the Mid-Glamorgan 
constituency.’ “Hartshorn's struggle to make a 
Labour breakthrough in Mid-Glamorgan was to become 
quite a saga but it enabled him to develop a 


perceptive understanding of the norms of Welsh 
political behaviour. In 1908 he told a socialist 
demonstration at Porthcawl that ‘there was more 


personality than principle in the politics of 
Glamorgan, and when the personalities were removed 
the miners to a man would be with the Labour and 
Socialist movement '.° This was to become a 
frequent complaint in the following years and in 
1910 for example one local newspaper pointed to the 
way in which Labour candidates in local government 
elections found it difficult to succeed when 
elections were ‘decided on personal issues not 
principle’ and when councillors were “chosen 
because of some outstanding personal trait'.® 

What Hartshorn and his fellow critics had in mind 
was the way in which Welsh politics had become the 
monopoly of a particular kind of personality. The 
Liberal Party had emerged in the Victorian period 
not only as the party which reflected the values 
and opinions of the Welsh electorate but as the 
most convenient vehicle and agency for the energies 
of ambitious young Welshmen. As far as Wales was 
concerned ie was impossible CO separate the 
hegemony of the Liberal Party from the individual 
Careers of those businessmen and especially those 
lawyers who wished to go into public life. To be 
returned as a Liberal MP guaranteed status in Wales 
but ‘furthermore ie opened üp all kinds of 
Opportunities in rondon and of course the empire. 
The great bonus for this generation of rising 
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Welshmen was that individual fame and prosperity 
were disguised as an expression of Welsh religious, 
radical and national identity. For several cohorts 
of Welsh leaders individual ambition had been 
inspired and then sanctioned by the emergence into 
democratie politics oi a whole society. A social 
process had quite specifically defined those 
qualities needed by any man wanting to develop a 
political persona. 

The 1906 ballot meant that the majority of 
south Wales miners had voted against what was 
traditionally thought OF as 'personality' in 
politics. A certain residual respect lingered on; 
Lloyd George carried all before him in north Wales 
but he still had his supporters in the coalfield 
and he enjoyed his occasional visits. That other 
ambitious young man, Winston Churchill, was the 
chief guest at a Rhondda miners' gala in July 1908 
where he shared the platform with several Welsh 
Liberal MPs. But in general the miners and other 
organised trade unionists were already distancing 
themselves from professional politicians, and this 
process was already well underway before it was 
clinched by the industrial unrest after 1910. Even 
in north Wales disputes in the quarries had led to 
a distancing of the quarrymen from Liberal 
politicians and the first tentative discussion of 
labour representation. With a Liberal government 
in power and with mounting pressures on the miners' 
standard of living there was no disguising the 
increasingly ambiguous position of Liberal MPs and 
the hollowness of their radical pose. In 1910 
Llais Llafur pointed at the Welsh members and asked 
what they had done for Wales: the answer was 
‘Nothing ~ except for securing appointments for the 
lawyer-members and honours for themselves'. The 
paper looked in detail at the south Wales Liberal 
members and identified seven major industrialists, 
five members of the government, a whole host of 


county COULE judges and recorders and an 
impressive list of knighthoods. The list would 
have been more spectacular if Lloyd George's north 
Wales had been included. It was clear to Llais 


Llafur ‘that the party which flaunts its nation- 
alism consists entirely of lawyers "on the make" 
and financial magnates with huge interests to 
safeguard’. The paper went on to explain that it 
was using nationalism in the Mazzini sense of rep- 
resenting the full aspirations of a people and by 


that standard Liberalism was a mere sham - the 
hollow simulacrum of Nationalism' and its conclusion 
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was that ‘the Labour Party can if it cares become 
the real national party'.® 

me ig mor Girricule to sea tbat this Äg 
precisely what happened in Wales but, of course, 
there were many stages to be gone through. In the 
years after 1906 working-class issues became the 
day-to-day stuff of politics and it became easy to 
identify the anomalous position of middle-class 
politicians, but it did not become easier to 
determine who should take their place. One 
alternative had already become well established by 
1906 and that was the idea of Lib-Labism, the 
notion that labour, in the sense of working-men, 
deserved special representation and that this was 
best done by professional trade unionist leaders 
standing with the general support of the Liberal 
Party. Inevitably, hindsight has made Lib-Labism 
look an anomalous and makeshift position but for 
many years in areas like Wales it was sanctioned by 
a range of social forces and it appeared as the 
legitimate philosophy of a whole community. The 
whole political and strategic validity of the 
Lib-Lab position was made far more powerful by the 
moral and emotional qualities of Welsh nationalist 
and religious feeling of which it seemed an 
expression. The Welsh miners' leader, Mabon, had 
won the Rhondda in 1885 and then after twenty years 
he was joined in the House of Commons by three of 
his colleagues, William Brace, Tom Richards and 
John Williams. This long delay was a reflection of 
how reluctant the Welsh Liberals were to aecepe 
trade-union candidates, of how slow were the Welsh 
miners in organising (their Federation was only 
established in 1898 and their Parliamentary Scheme 
iw 902) Vande bow ditficult it wae for a rade 
unionist to establish himself as a public figure 


well enough known to consider standing for 
Parliament. In Wales the irony was that the 
Lib-Lab breakthrough came perhaps twenty but 
certainly ten years too late. Similarly in north 


Wales the argument for Dib Lab representation was 
just becoming accepted at the very moment when the 
more advanced logic of Labour was about to strike. 
ine |seetety char “had made Lip-lLabiam an sob ene 
creed was already moving away from it. Iie AS 
evidence and not hindsight which suggests that even 
as they enjoyed the support of the majority of 
thear electors “the Welsh Trib Labs had) been Foreea 
on to the defensive. At their every public 
appearance the four Lib-Labs elected in 1906 were 
compelled te combat cae logie of the ILP and Ebe 


68 


The Labour Party in Wales 


result of the ballot in October 1906 meant that 
their political position, however intelligible in 
social terms, was in political terms absurd >? 

The Lib-Labs developed a whole battery of 
arguments and their deployment of them became 
increasingly frenetic. What tended to happen was 
that an argument that had initially appeared to be 
common sense and legitimate would be pounced on by 
the ILP and made to appear in the ensuing 
controversy as a line of expediency and 
special-pleading. The Lib-Labs were distinguished 
and able men who had been created by and who sought 
to represent a clear constituency of opinion but 
the logic and tenacity of the ILP on the one hand 


and the general remoteness of the Liberal 
government on the other made them look like 
dissemblers. The argument that isolation was 


dangerous and that Liberal government legislation 
was the only hope meant that they were pinning 
their hopes on a party of industrialists and 
lawyers, and of course any reference to the nature 
of the electorate looked like the naked opportunism 
that was increasingly thought to characterise the 
Liberals themselves. During the 1906 ballot debate 
Vernon Hartshorn challenged William Brace, the 
newly elected member LOR South Glamorgan and 
perhaps the most important miners' leader in south 
Wales, to explain why he was not taking part in the 
public debates on the LRC issue. Brace's reply was 
that 'people seemed to talk as if it was easy for 
the Labour Party to work like a machine always 
voting together without difficulty" but ‘as a 
matter of fact it should never be forgotten that 
the claims of constituencies were factors that must 
be reckoned with and no member of Parliament who 
Knew his business would fail to realise that in the 
arrangement of his Parliamentary work the needs and 
wishes of those he directly represented in the 
House must be given every consideration'.19 This 
was a reasonable argument but the ILP had no 
difficulty in making it look as if William Brace 
saw his membership of Parliament as a personal 
distinction rather than as an adjunct of his being 
an elected miners’ leader. South Glamorgan was not 
an obvious seat for a miners' MP but that fact just 
seemed to confirm Brace's individualism. 

One of the Lib-Labs' strongest arguments was 
that they were professional and full-time 
trade-union leaders and that their greatest loyalty 
was to the South Wales Miners Federation. They had 
been elected to Parliament under the MFGB 
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Parliamentary Scheme and their general hope was 
that in time at least another eight miners' leaders 
could be returned by the application of this scheme 


to other south Wales constituencies. The sudden 
breakthrough of the ILP threatened to overtake this 
purely SWMF Master-plan. A bold and ie fo dl IL 


autonomous strategy was being eclipsed by a 
national and doctrinaire movement whose inspiration 
lay outside the day-to-day considerations of mining 
trades unionism. A strategy determined by the 
needs of professional union leaders was going to be 
handed over to men, most of them outsiders, for 


whom socialism was the main consideration. The 
Lib-Labs were fighting to hold on to a polities 
that they could comprehend and control. iat IL BOGS 


one south Wales journalist suggested that ‘those 
who object to the LRC do so on the ground 
principally of the rigidity of its constitution 
which all candidates must sign', and Mabon warned 
that 'if they joined the LRC they would be bound by 
the rules of that organisation, one of which was 
that they would have to stand aloof from giving 
assistance at election times to anyone who did not 
belong to the LRC' and that condition he thought 
‘unwise and umial” a ll There were many 
complaints about the autocratic nature of the LRC 
and in particular of its disdain for the older 
trade union MPs. It was depicted as a party of 
'Johnny-Come-Latelys' who did not really understand 
the nuances of political lobbying and who by their 
arrogance were threatening the whole principle of 
working-class representation. Mabon instanced the 
LRC opposition to the candidatures of 
Havelock-Wilson and Enoch Edwards and argued that 
this ‘throwing away of two seats' showed that the 


LRC was not really interested irn labour 
representation. To Mabon it seemed that 'the ILP 
did not go in for direct labour representation 
whereas the Miners Federation did'. The Lib-Lab 
establishment was threatened by a new kind of 
parvenu OL whom Keir Hardie had been the 
forerunner. The miners would be handing over their 


hard-won parliamentary representation to rootless 
men, for in Mabon's eyes 'the LRC was like a party 
roaming in the wilderness without a placem tom put 
down its tence... 

The arguments went on throughout the whole 
period from 1906 ta 1910. They were intensified by 
the decisron or he wMyGr tener ti litte to ene Labour 
Party in 1909 and in south Wales they were given 
Sharper definition by Vernon Hartshorn's 
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determination to mount what would be an unambiguous 
Labour Party candidature in Mid-Glamorgan. It was 
always relatively easy for the ILP to win debating 
points but in a way these quibbles over precise 
political definitions and logic were quite 
irrelevant, for the senior Lib-Labs in Parliament 
and the more junior Lib-Labs at local level knew 
that their authority and prestige did not rest on 
labels nor indeed on argument. The Lib-Labs were 
their own argument; they were, as Hartshorn had 
rightly suggested, personalities, and in some cases 
as with Mabon they were really institutions. They 
had become men of stature in part by aping the 
general conventions of Victorian public leadership 
but also in part by fighting with great 
determination to widen the notions of public 


consensus. As outsiders they had fought their way 
to the inside and now all the benefits accrued as 
they were granted the status of statesmen. In 


every case initial Liberal opposition or at least 
Suspicion had been overcome, but then nothing 
succeeded like success and soon there were 
suggestions of indispensability. The Liberal 
establishment needed these men and so every effort 
was made to build them up, a task made easy by a 
raw material that lent itself to praise. The 
Lib-Labs were senior, patriarchal, professional and 
very much part of a wider social round. They were 
veterans of all the activities that went into the 
making of community. They were prima donnas but 
somehow their massive personal vanity was thought 
of as being part of their very professionalism and 


quiddity as working-class leaders. They were 
formidable men and so well-entrenched that they 
became great survivors. In north Wales their 
equivalents were the  quarrymens' leaders like 


W.J. Parry and D.R. Daniel, men appointed from 
outside the union but who developed a tremendous 
expertise as professional trade unionists and whose 
status and personality made them essentially 
political personalities within the community. (l 

In south Wales the Lib-Labs survived the coming of 
the Labour Party and, with the exception of the 


ageing Mabon, they were to survive the "Great 
Unrest" of 1910 to 1913. In the middle of the 
turmoil of 14911 one collier wrote to the press 
contrasting what he called 'the new idealists - the 


book students and ex-student preachers, those who 
are all things to all men to suit themselves' with 
‘the tried ones in many battles, the school of 
weight'. Looking at Mabon, Brace and Tem Richards 
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he concluded, as did so many voters and trade 
unionists, that in normal times ‘old friends are 
beat. ta 

The Lib-Labs had a ‘gravitas’ which no Labour 
man could rival and in fact mere membership of the 
ILP seemed to work against any person seeking to 
achieve a public reputation. This was partly a 
matter of doctrine because it was very easy to 
suggest that socialism was an alien, atheistic and 
dangerous creed. The last years of the nineteenth 
century had seen an indigenous socialism developing 
in Wales but sudden political and industrial 
developments had shifted eNe grounds of the 
argument and it was a different socialism that now 
loomed. The debate was far more about basic 
loyalties. To be an ILP or even an LRC man was to 
belong to a section, and a rigidly defined section, 
rather than to belong to more open groups which fed 
into a wider consensus. Labour men were 
substituting a part for the whole and therefore 
they could never be generally accepted as natural 
leaders of the community. In a democratic age they 
were closing doors and restricting politics rather 
than opening up new opportunities. After the 1906 
ballot the political logic of the ILPers on the 
SWMF Executive, men like Vernon Hartshorn and James 
Winstone, was quite impeccable and yet in social 
terms they seemed to lack authority. The one 
exception to this pattern was Keir Hardie who 
remained throughout these years the area's one 


example of a straight-forward Labour MP. Hardie's 
initial election had rested on the determination of 
an ILP branch operating in a two-member 
constituency in an unusual election, but it had 
also owed much to Hardie's own charisma. The 
novelist Jack Jones talked of how Hardie ‘had 


spoken a different language' but perhaps his 
appearance, his accent, his style and his flair for 
publicity were as important as the details of his 
sccialiesml S In subsequent years Hardie retained 
that image of being a prophet and of being his own 
man, of being independent in the fullest sense, but 
What he could not be, of course, was 4 direct 


inspiration to other would-be MPs. In south Wales 
Haraie “could omiy ‘be a one-off SUCCESE for the 
ILP. His formula had been just right, his name was 


well-known and yet he was essentially an exotic. 
Local leaders found it more difficult to disguise 
themselves as prophets in their native land. 
Charles Stanton developed a tremendous charisma in 
the Aberdare Valley but found that demagoguery and 
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populism were not enough at election times, and 
another exotic, Ben mwi ILILGIete p came on far too 
fiercely EOR the electors of Swansea. Even 
Hardie's position had its difficulties for there 
were times in these years when his position outside 
the day-to-day affairs of the SWMF made him look 
extremely light-weight as compared to the miners' 
leaders and it was very easy for them to suggest 
that he was just a professional politician with no 
real responsibilities. At election times his magic 
could work but at other times Hardie seemed to be 
on the periphery of Welsh industrial politics. The 
Lib-Labs always enjoyed emphasising the careerism 
of Labour politicians in contrast to their great 
experience as professional representatives of 
labour. 

The three or four years following the 1906 
ballot formed a strange period in Welsh political 
history and perhaps we may best conclude that 
occasionally political situations can be 
multi-faceted and unresolved. The south Wales 
Miners had voted in favour of affiliation to the 
LRC and that encouraged the ILP to step up the pace 
of its activities in the area. We can identify a 
veritable crescendo of ILP organisation and 
propaganda and yet all this seemed to go on within 
the shadow cast by the Lib-Lab giants. Personality 
eclipsed frenetic activity; but activity there 
certainly was. When the sixteenth annual 
conference of the ILP was held at Huddersfield in 
April 1908 some 34 Welsh delegates were in 
attendance and they were given reports which 
indicated that there were some 84 branches in south 
Wales and a further 8 in north Wales. The 
directory of elected members estimated that in 
south Wales the ILP could claim 4 county 
councillors, 27 urban district councillors, 18 town 
councillors, S rural a@istrict councillors, 18 
parish councillors and some 29 poor law guardians. 
Of the ILP's 29 full-time propagandists it appeared 
that 5 were employed in south Wales, and certainly 
the names of Messrs Trainer, Bibbings, Eastwood, 
Black and T.I. Jones dominated the press reports of 
ILP activity in the area. In November 1908 the ILP 
held its own south Wales conference and it was now 
claimed that there were 130 branches in Wales and 
that during the first 9 months of that year the 
south Wales secretary, Mr Field, had arranged some 
2,000 meetings.1© There were still occasional 
press reports of scuffles in the street and of 
ditficulties with the police but in general the 
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picture that emerges is of propaganda reaping a 
rich organisational harvest. At Aberdare in 
Hardie's Merthyr constituency there was a district 
ILP group of four or five councillors who were in 
close touch with their active ILP branch and with 


the local trades council, and this was a clear 
model for the rest of Wales to follow. A Swansea 
Valley Socialist League had mushroomed into 


existence north of the town and it seemed as if the 
affiliated ILP branches were using virtually every 
school on almost every evening for lectures and 
debates. In Cardiff too there was non-stop 
activity and in December 1907 the local secretary 
reported that the previous year had seen membership 
increase by 200, over 18,000 penny pamphlets and 
over £100's worth of literature had been sold, and 
in all some 340 meetings had been held. From all 
over south Wales the message was the same: the ILP 
was carrying the day. William Field, who 
represented the region on the executive of the ILP, 
spoke of how a south Wales that had once ‘lagged 
behind the rest of the country - would soon be in 
the forefront of the Socialist movement' and one 
leading south Wales reformer contrasted the shallow 
emotionalism of the recent religious revival with 
the more profound political revival that was under 
way. This observer was sure that ‘Socialism was 
likely to be co-ordinated with the religious 
instincts of the people in a way which has never 
been done with Liberalism' and that the ‘time would 
soon come when the religious Welshman will regard 
Socialism as the component of his religious 
belietf'.17 

These were heady days for ILPers and the press 
reports suggest that south Wales in particular had 
become theirs. The reality was perhaps somewhat 
different. It only took a few people to start an 
ILP branch but branches could come and branches 
could go. The five full-time organisers had plenty 
of time to file press reports,and there is no doubt 
that in this period these propagandists were trying 
to talk themselves and their followers into a 
revivalist atmosphere and trying ie Ciera a 
bandwagon effect. There were well-organised ILP 
branches and there was a slow but steady increase 
in the number of ILP councillors, but there were 
very few areas in Wales where the Aberdare model of 
a local labour movement focusing itself eileeucily Cin 
local government matters can be detected. Not 
every ILP branch was viable and even those that 
were did not mesh fully into the local trade union 
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structure let alone in keep in touch with a wider 
public opinion. What the hectic propaganda 
campaign of these years had done was to create an 
ILP structure and presence but what it had failed 
to do was to establish a political organisation 
capable of eclipsing the existing day-to-day 
calendar of trade-union activities. In many areas 
the local ILP branch was seen as a useful source of 
propaganda and an alternative to the chapel as far 
as the organisation of concerts, picnics and 
debates was concerned but not as a powerhouse from 
which the take-over of either the local authority 
Or the parliamentary constituency could be 
planned. Even where there was a group of local 
councillors it was difficult to sustain a full 
round of ILY activity and even more difficult to 
distract unions from their industrial business. 
Whatever the euphoria in the press reports, 


the ILP was up against tremendous difficulties. In 
the first place there was anonymity of its 
leadership. Keir Hardie was a must for any mass 


demonstration and Philip Snowden or Bruce Glasier 
could be brought in to address any special 
meeting. In north Wales the Rev Silyn Roberts was 
perhaps the FASE leader with anything like 
charisma and the first to suggest that the ILP 
could become an. indigenous force. Tiene rar! 
though activities were in the hands of local 
officers or full-time organisers and many south 
Walians must have wondered precisely who were these 
Messrs Trainer and Bibbings of whom they read so 
often. Mr G.H. Bibbings was a splendid publicist 
and tnere were constant reports of his 
organisational efforts and of how the whole area 
was responding to them. As he whipped the people 
of Neath into action he warned them that ‘there 
Must be no hob-nobbing with the rack-renter or 
sweater’ and that '‘tea-parties or whisky peretes 
have nothing to do with (Labour man'.1 The 
Organisers obviously behaved like school-teachers 
and the branches were clearly their unruly pupils, 
put as one reads the press reports one begins to 
wonder about the real nature of this relationship. 
There was certainly resentment that these 
outsiders, men with no real stature in_ the 
community, should loom so large in ILP circles. 
Already in 1908 there were complaints from many 
branches about the new salary scales for the 
organisers and these grumblings were attributed to 
a general lack of understanding with regard to the 
expenses that had to be met. Things came to a head 
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in the autumn of 1909 with the demise of the South 
Wales ILP Federation and the dismissal of Bibbings 
and the other organisers. The tact ihat the onih 
Wales Federation was some £30 in the red occasioned 
a major debate on the whole situation in south 
Wales. According to William Field the branches had 
wasted the organisers' abilities by making them do 
propaganda work on platforms and street corners 
rather than by allowing them to organise. The 
feelings amongst the organisers themselves was that 
98 branches and 4,000 members should have been able 
to support full-time officials (it was pointed out 
that 50 nonconformists could usually support a 
minister) but that branches were preferring to look 
after themselves and were loath to come together in 
wider schemes. 

The most interesting aspect of this debate was 
the general admission that four years of 
organisational activity had not really been 
successful. W.H. Stevenson of the ILP admitted 
that throughout the whole area there was a 
disposition to regard the officers of the South 
Wales Federation 'as Machiavellian conspirators, 
whose object is to gain control over the branches 
and dictate to all and sundry their sovereign 
will’, He conceded that the branches had not been 
fully informed and consulted but was also forced to 
admit that much more might have been achieved EOE 
‘outside Briton Ferry and a few others there is not 
a properly organised branch in the whole of South 
Wales'.19 As people were asking why the South 
Walee™Pederatvon fad fai lec ™ blais Wlatur published 
a derrer arom Mun Nicolas, a prominent Swansea 
Valley socialist and aE educationalist. 
Nicholas was impatient with the whole debate and he 
argued that ‘the only remedy is to appeal to the 
class interests of the people' and this coulda only 
be done by ‘ceasing TO prattle about the 
€@-Ordimationwe: all the foress and tenda aie that 
lead to Socialism' and by working 'for the only 
force which makes for the Social Revolution m i 
force which must necessarily be a Prolerceriem parry 
conscious of its own Siciesimepelo | For him failure 
had been caused not by a lack of Organisation or 
funds but rather because the ILP had not "touched 
local matters ~ He ll or how Ene organiser Mr 
Black had come to a village meeting that had been 
poorly attended; he had returned two months later 
and talked about a local colliery dispute from 
which he had drawn a socialist moral. At the 
second meeting there had been an enthusiastic 
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response and a significantly higher collection. 
The federation had failed said Nicholas, because it 
had ‘not understood the working class’. 20 

The problem for the ILP, of course, was that 
of necessity it was operating one step away from 
reality as understood by miners, quarrymen and 
other trade unionists. Organising lectures and 
concerts TOR elerksg teachers and even 
nonconformist ministers could only be subsidiary to 
the infiltration of trade union branches. Everyone 
knew that this was going on and the 1906 and 1909 
ballot figures were evidence of the ILP's success. 
Writing in 1909 one correspondent asked how long 
the infiltration was to go on and complained that 
‘the ILP and other Socialist societies are at it 
every week : < they seize every 
opportunity'.21 Since its inception the ILP had 
realised that the trade unions were the essence of 
the labour movement and that the socialist bid for 
power had to be built on a trade union foundation. 
In south Wales the miners were the dominant group 
and in their case, more perhaps than with other 
trades, the union was rapidly becoming the 
all-powerful expression of collective identity. 
For the south Wales miner the pride and hope that 
came from union membership were relatively new 
sensations and every industrial and political 
argument seemed to be sanctioning the logic and the 
power of the new South Wales Miners Federation and 
ot its local manifestation, the lodge. The ILP had 
to run pretty hard to keep up with this run-away 
enthusiasm and had to clamber over several hurdles 
eG Stay iim tiie raca art alll, To convince an 
individual miner that independent representation 
Made more sense than to support Liberalism or even 
Lib-Labism was one thing, but to convince him that 
attendance at ILP meetings was as important as 
attending lodge meetings was another, and then to 
go on to persuade him that the most important thing 
of all was to make this lodge contact other trade 
union branches in order to set up and sustain a 
local LRC, was perhaps to make an unreasonable 
demand. To start with there was no tradition of 
political organisation, for the Liberal Party had 
never attempted to recruit working men and their 
unions into any formal political movement, and now 
it was difficult for the ILP to create the kind of 
enthusiasm for political structures that was being 
generated for trade unionism. The miners in any 
case were jealous of anything that challenged their 
autonomy at any level: even trades councils were 
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initially regarded with suspicion but at least 
there was some industrial justification for them 
and they did tend to operate within recognisable 
communities. There was a reluctance to commit 
union lodges and branches and certainly their funds 
to any purely political organisation, especially as 
most parliamentary constituencies were fairly 
artificial creations and not meaningful enough to 
transcend village or valley loyalties. 

These years did see the emergence of some 
local LRCs in south Wales but in general there was 
an ‘ad hocery' about them that prevented them from 
Moving into the cemere of solitical lifes The 
model for south Wales was provided by the town of 
Swansea where there was no problem caused by the 
dominance of miners and where a well-organised 
trade union movement, taking its inspiration mainly 
from the docks and already organised in a trades 
council, set up a Labour Association in 1906.22 
Tne Swansea Party was to be somewhat chastened by 
the defeat of its candidate, Ben Tillett, in the 
first general election of 1910 but slowly and 
surely it was building up the political side of the 
movement and mounting an effective challenge in 
local government terms. Things happened more 
Slowly in the mining valleys where JLP branches, 
miners' lodges, union branches and trades councils 
found it more difficult to come together in any 
permanent fashion. Sometimes there were LRCs in 
particular villages but not at constituency level, 
and in other constituencies there would be 
occasional conferences representing ‘all the labour 
forces in the area'. Whatever inertia there was 
tended to be encouraged by the Lib-Labs and those 
who wanted to defend the autonomy of the miners' 


Own scheme of representation. The run-in to the 
general elections of 1910 highlighted the whole 
problem as far as south Wales was concerned. There 


was a major row in the East Carmarthenshire 
constituency where the local miners chose their own 
candidate only to find that other organisations 
would not approve their choice, claiming that they 
had played no part in the selection procedure. In 
time and after several complications the ILP came 
up With its Gwn nomination and there were all kinds 
of appeals to the national Labour Party. One local 
observer praised the miners for their pioneering 
Parliamentary Scheme but reminded them that ‘it is 
now full time that other methods shoulda be adopted 
in the “selection of Candidates mand |i) one other 
trades interested brought into consideration'.23 
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Eventually Dr.J.H. Williams of the ILP was chosen 
to fight the seat in December 1910. A recently 
formed LRC played a part in his selection but in 
the election he was very reliant on his own 


resources and the need EOR an effective 
organisation which included the miners was made 
very apparent. The situation was somewhat 


different in Mid-Glamorgan where a constituency LRC 
had been formed based on the work of one or two 
good ILP branches but even more on the work of 
Vernon Hartshorn. Local Labour people were raring 
to contest Mid-Glamorgan but the Lib-Labs on the 
Miners' Executive were very loath to put a miners' 


candidate in the field against Samuel Evans, a 
prominent Liberal and a solicitor who acted for the 
SWMF. Hartshorn was prevented from fighting two 


by-elections and the first general election of 1910 
and only allowed into the fray in a March 1910 
by-election after Sir Samuel Evans had vacated the 
seat. By that time every voter knew of the marked 
difference between Hartshorn and the widely 
respected Lib-Labs on the Miners Executive and, 
realising the significance of this contest between 
the Liberals and a fully-fledged Labour Party 
Miner, the local ress and the churches unleashed 
their full venom. 4 


Hartshorn was the miners' leader who should 
have become Wales's first home-grown Labour MP in 
the years before 1914. His position was the one 


classically defined by the LRC ballots in 1906 and 
1909, for he was a miners' leader, an ILP member, 
and a supporter of the Labour Party. He was an 
able and prominent man but he had failed to create 
a parliamentary bridge-head because of the fight of 
the Lib-Labs to retain control of electoral tactics 
and because the local Liberal, nonconformist, and 
business interests could see in 1910 that he, far 
more than the exotic Keir Hardie or the wild men 
like C.B. Stanton or Ben Tillett, was pointing to 
the future and had to be destroyed. The Liberal 
victories over Hartshorn in the by-election of 
March and the general election of December 1910 
were very largely victories for propaganda but they 
were not entirely so. The re-invigorated and 
perhaps even desperate Liberals still had one 
really powerful argument and that was that they 
stood for the community whilst Labour stood for a 
section and perhaps even more, a clique. There was 
undoubtedly a general prejudice in the popular mind 
against the guild-like or exclusive nature of 
Labour's organisation and it was thought to be 
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something new in Wales and something quite 
different from the traditional openness OF 
politics. There were always to be accusations that 
Labour nominations and decisions had been 
determined behind closed doors. In December 1905 a 
press article suggested that James Winstone's 
candidature in the Monmouth constituency had 'been 
engineered by the ILP' and so a respected miners ' 
leader was relegated to the status of a sectional 
candidate. In 1907 a local paper commented on the 
decline Am quality of Councillors ar Neath for the 
apotheosis of Labour has given birth to workmens' 
representatives who neither possess the brains or 


the dignity which obtained a few years ago’. ie 
continued: ‘all it has done is to produce puppets 
with platitudes connected by wire with the Trade 
Council", f0r “every forthight these “free and 


independent representatives of the electors" have 
to give an account of their stewardship to a 
coterie who meet in a public house and who 
certainly have no just claim to be representatives 
GE the general pubiic 2> At the annual meeting 
of the Pontardawe Board of Guardians in 1908 there 
were protests against the ‘hole-and-corner 
mectings Of the ILJ and) the “action of the Labour 
sections in making appointments to the chairs and 
committees in accordance with a plan prearranged at 
a caucus meeting'. One member suggested that ‘they 
might as well carry in bloc the resolution of the 
preliminary meeting held that morning by one 
section of the guardians at the Dynevor Arms'. 
Another speaker told the Labour section that he 
considered himself ‘as much a Labour representative 
aS any Of you’, for ‘vou have a grocer, a draper, 
cmd a CyCle agente aa olr party' but that he would 
‘Never attend) your meetings for the sake of 
personal honour'.2°6 There must have been some 
electors who believed that UFR men were 
revolutionary atheists as suggested by the press 
and by preachers but there were many more who 
resented Labour's style and modus operandi, for in 
many important respects Labour was working against 
the grain of a community. For many Welsh people 
society was too well-integrated for the crudely 
exclusive tactics on labour wallet Others resented 
the politicisation of all aspects of life. At the 
time of the 1906 debate one miner complained that 
Hie eeewed tO bim Tehat ve are going Parliament 
madla 27 

This) preoccupation wich Parliament vas mot tO 
last, and the poor performance of Labour in the 
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various elections of 1910 was both a reflection and 
perhaps a cause of a sharp decline in ILP activity 
and enthusiasm. One has the feeling that the party 
was already somewhat becalmed in the months before 
the great outburst of industrial unrest in the 


autumn of 1910. The Osborne Judgement came at a 
time when industrial matters were already edging 
out political activity and, as the economic 


pressure on the miners' wages increased and as the 
courts and coal-owners seemed to be restricting the 
Miner on all fronts, the only really important 
question became that of whether the miners' leaders 
could deliver the goods by defending living 
standards and working conditions. During the two 
years of industrial turmoil that south Wales now 
experienced it became impossible to sustain any 
meaningful party political propaganda and ILPers 
began to look back with nostalgia to the days of 


L908. This was partly a question of organisational 
disruption but there was also a new mood which was 
not conducive to political organisation. There 


were genuine syndicalists in south Wales but in 
general ‘'Syndicalism' was a press term for a range 
of responses, one of which was a new impatience 
with those existing procedures much vaunted by 
established leaders. Conciliation was the main 
target but ‘Labour Partyism' was coupled with it in 
the literature of the new militants. There was a 
new prophet now and a native son at that. ‘Why 
cross the river to fill the bucket?’ demanded Noah 
Ablett as he pointed to the twenty-five year battle 


to win the eight hour day. He advocated instead a 
short sharp industrial battle to win the minimum 
wage. Syndicalism was an argument for miners and 


other unions to play to their strengths and quite 
evidently parliamentary representation was not seen 
as a winning card. 

For a moment the ILP was eclipsed but it was 
certainly not replaced. For a moment Keir Hardie 
looked irrelevant and the propagandists were 
silenced ow at the local level there was 
considerable consolidation. Whatever the 
short-term industrial tactics the local ILF 
branches and the local Labour Party advocates could 
only benefit from the new disillusionment with 
Lib-Labism and the new mood of trade-union 
solidarity. The "Great Unrest" may well have 
interrupted ILP propaganda but there is no doubt 
that it finally clinched the argument for a Labour 
Parey Representation was now to be altogether a 
more serious business. 
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These were strange years in which an apparent 
lack of progress really disguised the vital changes 
within communities. Of course the Osborne 
Judgement had acted together with the general 
unrest to hold up political developments and yet 
both these influences were really improving the 
Labour Party's chances of ultimate success. The 
new militant determination of Welsh Liberals to 
take the initiative against Labour candidates might 
well havs pard ori in LOLO but it probably also 
inspired union branches to think in terms of 
improving Labour's organisation. The sudden 
appearance in valley towns of Young Liberal 
branches acted as sure incentive to Labour men. 
Above all, the decisions of the miners not to 
contest East Carmarthenshire in 1912 and then to 
curtail their own registration scheme suggested 
that Labour's advance was somewhat becalmed but in 
fact all over Wales foundations were being laid. 29 

In Apri Vii? Blais latin thongs the local 
government election results made "heartening 
reading'; there were Labour gains in several areas 
and it was thought that the three gains in the 
Rhondda marked a significant turning-point. In the 
following month the ILP held its national 
conference at Merthyr and amongst the delegates 


were 73 from some 58 Welsh branches. They were 
given a report that spoke of ‘the awakening of 
Labour', and @uE how members had aided ‘the 
Organised workers in their splendid industrial 
battles'.30 Ia south Wales there were some 


hopeless ateas and The Labour Leader retlected on 
how fifteen years of vigorous propaganda had not 
pPreduced a single Labour councwllor im Carai? and 
things were thought to be sluggish in the Swansea 
Valley. During 1913, however, the paper frequently 
commented on the vitality of many south Wales ILP 
branches, Swansea waS regarded as the model 
branch, followed by Briton Ferry, Merthyr and 
Cardiff but there were active and newly re- 

invigorated branches in all areas.3l Writing in 
February 1913 a writer describing himself as ‘John 
Blunt' confessed that he ICOM Ie oO che WLS as 
being ‘more or less inactive’ especially when 
compared to the years before 1908 but nevertheless 
Ne Maiweained thart all cmt earlier vork vac now 
INDeiiei fore; EEE c He calculated that there were ‘at 
least 200, 000 out-and-out Socialists In South 
Wales' and that 'of young miners there was not lL in 
l0 who was not Labour and Collectivist'; Lib-Labism 
was ‘slowly and steadily dying' and ‘young men had 
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no time for Liberalism'.34 

As local council seats and now even county 
council seats were gained, the need was for all 
this activity to be pulled together. The challenge 
now was an Organisational one. In July 1913 it was 
reported that the Labour Party was taking a special 
interest in south Wales and making ‘elaborate 
preparations with a view to strengthening her 
political power especially by stepping up 
registration througn local Labour committees’. 22 
In August a Labour conference was held in Cardiff 
and Ramsay MacDonald, Keir Hardie and other 
speakers stressed the importance of organisation 
whilst Mr. Peters of the ILP described what could 
be learned from German political organisation. 
Stress was placed on the need for every town to 
have its own ILP branch (the ILP ‘is the petrol of 
the Labour Party'), its own Women's Labour League 
and its own local Labour Party, although Hardie 
conceded that it was up to each constituency to 
decide whether it could contest elections.34 one 
senses that thoughts of the '1915 General Election' 
were concentrating minds wonderfully and suddenly 
in 1913 we can begin to identify the reality of a 
Labour Party presence in south Wales. The new 
Trade Union Act of 1913 regularised and sanctioned 
political activity and the SWMF took advantage of 
the new dispensation by determining that all future 
elections fought by miners' candidates would be 
fought ‘on strict Labour lines'. During the "Great 
Unrest" the SWMF had quietly passed into Labour's 
hands. 3> In the summer of 1913 the federation 
decided that it would contest eight constituencies 
in the next election but this decision was a far 
more momentous one than that taken in a very 
different era back in 1902. It was accepted that 
the necessary corollary of this new Parliamentary 
Scheme was ‘that a Labour Organisation be formed 
for each constituency composed of Miners Lodges and 
other Trade Organisations for Labour Representation 
purposes' ,3© The miners were now actually 
committed to creating Labour Parties, and by early 
1914 a significant amount of SWMF time was taken up 
dealing with the local Labour Parties which were 
either springing into existence or becoming really 
active for the first time. What is most noticeable 
now as compared to just a year or two earlier is 
that the miners were working amicably with other 
unions within constituencies. In February 1914 the 
SWMF Executive even agreed to a suggestion of the 
Monmouthshire Constituency Labour Party that unions 
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other than the miners could take part in the ballot 
to select a candidates 7 At the same time in 
Caernarfon the North Wales Quarrymen's Union 
brought other unions together to form a Caernarfon 
Ibeloowe Corneille In many areas of Wales the 
meaningful existence of’ a local Labour Party dates 
from 1913.38 

A significant corner was being turned and we 
can seel this most clearly Sine the experience orf 


William Brace. He was now a fully-fledged Labour 
MP but in his South Glamorgan constituency he had 
always relied on the Progressive vote. At meeting 


after meeting Brace's position was criticised and 
Obviously for the next election he would have to 
try to develop his own local Labour Party. At this 
point Brace decided that he had little chance of 
winning on a purely Labour ticket and so he made it 
known, in yet another controversial action, that he 
would not contest the seat at all in the next 
election. By his own confession he had always 
given “to the constitution of the Labour Party a 
very generous interpretation’ but nevertheless he 
was now eager to be adopted as a candidate in one 
of the seats that the miners had designated in 
their scheme.3% His name went on the ballot 
papers along with those of other aspirants; he was 
unsuccessful in North Monmouthshire but successful 
in neighbouring West Monmouthshire. The Labour 
logic had won out and now all the considerable 
experience and know-how of an established pattern 
of leadership could feed into the Labour Party. 
Late in their careers Mabon and Brace had to 
reconcile themselves to Keir Hardie's party. 
Meanwhile in East Glamorgan the local Labour Party 
chose as its candidate Alfred Onions, an Englishman 
who had come to south Wales in 1883. He had been a 
checkweigher, then a miners' agent and he had been 
treasurer of the SWMF since its inception in 1898. 
For twenty-seven years he had been a Labour 
representative on various local authorities, he had 
been a county councillor for twelve years and for 
four years he had been a Magistrate, an honour that 
many Welsh labour leaders had thought to be beyond 
their reach. There was a hint of the ola politics 
in Onions's welcoming ‘the additional support of 
every Progressive' and the press gave him the old 


Lib-Lab accolade when it described him as 
‘reliable, moderate and cautious', but there was no 
Mistaking the fact that in East Glamorgan the 
miners had opted for a labour man. Onions had 


always been “imeetavour ct wafruliatyonmeand cee 
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made clear that his views ‘entirely accorded with 
the policy of the Labour Party'. Mardy Jones, a 
political organiser for the SWMF, reported that in 
1910 there had been no organisation in the 
constituency although there had been a Labour 
candidate but "now they had an effective 
Organisation with a committee at work in every 
polling district and practically all the Trade 
Union branches in the division affiliated to the 
local Labour Party'.40 

What we can detect now is a coming together of 
the right men and the appropriate organisation. In 
North Monmouthshire the Labour candidate was James 
Winstone, miners' agent, Baptist preacher, ILPer 
and Monmouthshire County Councillor. In 1914 he 


presided over what was - significantly - the first 
meeting ever held in Wales for Labour 
representatives on public bodies. He told the 


assembled gathering of county and local councillors 
and guardians that 'he was sometimes afraid that 
the majority of workmen had not yet fully 
appreciated the enormous power which they possessed 
through industrial and political organisations’ but 
he reminded them that ‘their destiny was in their 
own hands’. He urged trade unionists ‘to broaden 
their scope and extend their influence' for in his 
view there ‘was not a city, town or village where 
workers could not if they wished elect their own 
representatives and make the desert blossom like a 
rose',41 If there had been an election in 1915 
there would have been miners and other trades 
unionists who thought that the ILP was rather ‘too 
advanced' and that Vernon Hartshorn was not quite 
regular enough in his chapel attendance, but on the 
whole that election would have seen a significant 
number of miners' leaders sucessfully standing for 
Labour and pointing to the future. At the local 
level there was now a significant Labour presence 
on most urban district councils and for the first 
time local government control was becoming a 
reality. The political side-effect of industrial 
unrest was perhaps first evident at the local 
level. The war that intervened in this story was 
at first to give the old politics one last chance 
but in effect the battle had been won. Wales was a 
democratic country covered by a network of public 
bodies and by 1914 it had already been determined 
that all the energy and ambition of those 
working-men who would inevitably dominate those 
bodies would be put at the disposal of the Labour 
Party. In those last years before 1914 it was a 
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question Os waiting EOS the men and ERNE 
organisations to arrive. The war was just to speed 
up the whole process by giving Labour men a new 
prominence. 

In areas like south Wales the rise of 
working-class politicians had been inevitable; they 


would willy-nilly have swamped elections. The 
issue to be determined was the way in which those 
working-class representatives were to be 


organised. Woe Joalicieeie righme=back by Ene Liberals 
in 1916 and the last ditch complaints of the 
bib -Eabs Give the sieertici al appearance of a 
close-run struggle. In fact deep currents were 
always taking things Labour's way. Keir Hardie 
offered a vision of independence and small groups 
of eers did the spade work but they had several 
very important things going for them. At a vital 
moment personal life-styles and a lack of 
organisation made it impossible for the Liberal 
Party to concentrate exclusively on economic and 
industrial issues whilst at every stage the logic 
and actual experience of trade unionism was 
sanctioning Political independence. Economie 
pressures were clinching the role of unions and 
then taking working-men into a new politics. As 
the case for independence was accepted so 
working-men found that they already had whole 
cadres of their own men ready to take over every 
aspect of political and social life. We can talk 
of men being converted to a belief that independent 
political action could improve the well-being of 
working people but that belief cane at the very 
moment in which a whole army OE would-be 
councillors and politicians were offering their 
services. The patterns and psychology One 
working-class life were demanding a new agency and 
in truth the most telling arguments were the very 
careers and energy of the new men. The great 
struggle in north and south Wales had been the 
battle over a whole generation to establish 
meaningtul trade unions. In truth Labour's case 
was won in the Edwardian years far more easily than 
we suspect. At the 1906 conference of the SWMF a 
delegate from the floor, Mr. Alfred Willis of 
Sper wiVery, Pointes to tie Vea om Che platform and 
argued, 'You must be Labour men pure and simple . , 
- Good heavens is there not enough dignity attached 
to Labour for us to stand on our own leges Miere 
were some prejudices to be overcome but was there 
ever any real doubt as to how that last question 
would be answered? 42 
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Chapter Four 


LABOUR IN THE MUNICIPALITIES 


In his History of the Labour Party, published 
in 1948, G.D.H. Cole remarked that it would be a 
difficult task to gather the necessary material for 
a comprehensive picture of Labour's involvement 
with local government before the first world 
war.t Although the number of local studies of 
the labour movement in this period has dramatically 
increased since Cole made this comment it is only 
in the last few years that attempts have been made 
to provide a general picture of labour activity in 
the sphere of local government. 2 This essay 
reviews the nature of labour and socialist thought 
about local government before the first world war 
and the extent to which the Labour Party was 
successful at the polls. 

In 1902 The Times published a series of 
articles on ‘municipal socialism' which detailed 
the extent to which municipalities were undertaking 
trading activities and involving themselves in the 


provision of social welfare. The subsequent 
scare generated by these articles greek 
exaggerated both the influence of socialist 


representatives in local government and the extent 
to which councils were committing themselves to 
collectivism. In reality, Labour was making slow 
progress at the municipal polls and its programmes 
contained much that was acceptable to its opponents. 

To the late Victorian thinkers whose writings 
converted many to socialism the new century was 
destined to bring a transfer of power from the 
centre to the locality ~ from Whitehall to the Town 
Hall. In the writings of William Morris, for 
instance, decentralisation was a necessary 
corollary of socialism. In 1893, Morris published 
a socialist 'text-book', Socialism: its Growth and 
Outcome, written with Ernest Bax. Morris and Bax 
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believed that the national political system ought 
to be ‘starved out': ‘there should take place a 
gradual and increasing delegation of the present 
powers of the central government to municipal and 
local bodies, until the political nation should be 
sapped, and give place to the federation of local 


and industrial organisations'.4 In a more 
popular vein George Haw's book, Today's Work, 
Municipal Government, The Hope ie Democracy, 
published at the turn of the century, expressed 
similar sentiments. In Chapter One, entitled 'The 
Waning of Parliament', he informed his readers that 


the best work of Parliament had been done and the 
era of the municipality had arrived: 


Our local government is as nearly ideal as it 
can possibly be. Neither America nor France, 


under Republics, excel our municipal code. We 
have the largest franchise and the widest 
powers. Americans themselves admit that our 


municipal institutions are fifty years in 
advance of theirs.°® 


Russell Smart of the ILP declared in his pamphlet, 
Municipal Socialism, that the movement of English 
democracy was towards decentralisation. © It was 
commonly assumed by socialists in the 1890s that 
more and more powers would be transferred from 
central to local government and that any new 
functions would be entrusted to the municipalities. 
The Independent Labour Party was the most 
successful of the socialist groups which contested 
local elections im the 16906; Always & negligible 
force in London the ILP was rooted in the 
provinces, with particular strongholds in the West 


Riding and Scotland. This provincial strength 
meant its members regarded local politics as of 
great importance. From its inception in 1893 the 


Wi? fealised that it “had Yto be simvelvedm an 
municipal politics if it was to spread the message 
of socialism to the voter. The emphasis on the 
importance of local politics became more pronounced 
after the débâcle at the general election of 1895 
in which the party's sole MP, Keir Hardie, lost his 
seat. in 1898 the party instituted an annual 
"Conference of Elected Persons' at which a variety 
of policy issues of concern to councillors, 
guardians and school board members were discused. 
Shortly afterwards a Local Government Information 
Bureau was opened in conjunction with the Fabian 
Society to answer queries from local 
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representatives. 

In the 1890s the ILP was as convinced as 
William Morris about the necessity of transferring 
power to the locality. In their work on town 
councils, boards of guardians and school boards ILP 
Members promoted measures which would aid the 
working class. On the school boards they supported 
the extension of the “system of Higher Grade 
(secondary) schooling so that more working class 
children would be able to take advantage of it. 
ILP representatives also pressed for the interests 
of poor children and campaigned for school baths, 
schoolfeeding and other welfare measures. The 
Education Act of 1902 which abolished the school 
boards and transferred their powers to the local 
authorities was roundly condemned by the ILP for 
removing education from direct democratic 
CONECO o 

After the Local Government Act of 1894 
extended the poor law franchise the ILP regarded 
the boards of guardians as local electoral bodies 
which should be utilised. An ILP leaflet What 
Boards of Guardians Can Do stated: ‘One great 
reason why workingmen should interest themselves in 
Poor Law work is that there need be no delay in 
waiting for new Acts of Parliament'.® In the 
1890s the ILP was hopeful that boards of guardians 
could be used to provide work for the unemployed. 
The failure of these efforts meant that the ILP 
increasingly looked to local government for the 
alleviation of the ‘social problem'. 

The Social Democratic Federation also accorded 
the municipality a great deal of importance, 
believing that socialist-controlled town councils 
would be vivid examples of the superiority of the 
socialist alternative. Municipalisation was 
another, and welcome, stage in the development of 
capitalism as it would make the introduction of 
complete public ownership under socialism more 
feasible. As Harry Quelch expressed it, the 
municipality ‘demonstrates the practicality of 
public collective ownership'. 

Trades councils had promoted their own 
candidates at local elections at various times 
during the late nineteenth century. After the 
inception of the ILP this activity declined but the 
formation of the national Labour Representation 
Committee in 1900 provoked a similar response in 
the localities. The trades councils now took it on 
themselves to run labour candidates. In some 
places this was done because it was felt that the 
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ILP was too extreme to reflect the views of labour 
accurately. In Leeds in 1908 there was a rift 
between the trades council and socialist 
councillors with each section appealing separately 
to the voters.10 In many towns a joint list of 
candidates would be fielded under the auspices of a 
‘Workers' Municipal Federation' or similarly titled 
body. Until 1905 only trades councils were 
permitted to affiliate to the Labour Representation 
Committee. In 1905 the LRC permitted local Labour 
Representation Committees to be formed but only in 
areas where there was no trades council.1tl 

Labour and socialist activists were intensely 
idealistic about the possibilities Of local 
government. This 'civic idealism' was strongest in 
the ILP. In the West Riding it clearly stemmed 
from the nonconformist culture. When he was first 
elected to Leeds City Council D.B. Foster, who was 
a lay preacher as well as a member of the ILP, 
remarked that: 'The Town Hall became to me the 
household of God'.12 To people brought up in 
this tradition plans for municipalisation were seen 
as a contemporary equivalent of the early 
Christians' belief in holding all goods in common. 
Religious imagery was pervasive. Many would have 
agreed with these sentiments expressed in the 
Municipal Reformer. 


We want a municipal creed with such articles 
as these 'I believe in clean streets and clean 
lives; I believe that what hurts one hurts 
all; 1 believe in the individual 
responsibility of each man for the collective 
good... . A man who does not love the town 
of which he forms a part, and does not take an 
active part in its affairs, is no citizen, but 
ao sociali tranp, an Ishmaelite among the 
people. l3 


Although most frequently expressed by ILP members 
such Sentiments Were not Contined to that Garty. 
Dan Irving of the SDF told the readers of his 
pamphlet The Municipality, trom a Worker's Point of 
View: 'The corporation is your corporate self - the 
expression of your corporate being'.l4 Appeals 
like these were often made to a working class 
ignorant of the powers and duties of town councils 
and many of whom could not see why they should 
bother to register to vote. 

In the 1900s this optimism about the potential 
of local government seemed a natural part of the 
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‘evolutionary socialism' which Ramsay MacDonald had 
popularised. F.W. Jowett's municipal primer, The 
Socialist and the City, published in 1907, 
exemplified this approach.15 Before his election 
as MP for West Bradford in 1906 Jowett had been an 
Alderman on the Bradford City Council and Chairman 
of the Health Committee. Drawing on this 
experience for his book he acknowledged that public 
Opinion had to be convinced of the importance of 
reforms otherwise they would be electorally 
unpopular. To Jowett the ‘next step' was always 
the most important in municipal government: 


The future must grow out of the present; it 
CennOt be created to fit ia with e plan. The 


socialiste, im the ity lire ©f today, ig 
painfully trying, amid many difficulties and 
much misunderstanding, unfortunately accom- 


panied also by a considerable amount of 
misrepresentation to change the municipal 
institutions at present in existence, to 
extend their scope and add to their number, so 
as to bring them in harmony with the social 
gospel which he preaches in accordance with 
his convictions.1®© 


As might be guessed the kinds of reforms that 


Jowett advocated in his book = site value rating, 
more corporation housing - although radical 
measures, were not beyond the pale of political 
discussion in council chambers. They represented 


an acceleration of the pace at which many local 
authorities were already moving in the extension of 
their powers. Sections of the Liberal Party were 
not only wholeheartedly committed to such social 
reforms but were also actively “attempting to 
persuade labour candidates to join 'progressive' 
alliances. The extent to which such alliances, 
formal or informal, could lead to major extensions 
of municipal activity was a source of real alarm to 
those opposed to the spread oi "municipal 
socialism’. The gradualism exemplified in 
F.W. Jowett's approach owed something to Fabian 
influence. The Fabian Society's tracts on 
municipal topics were widely read and extensively 
used by Labour groups on councils.17 Had the 
Fabians been prepared to back the idea of an 
independent labour party in the 1890s then their 
influence would have been still greater. 

Labour proposals on municipalisation fell 
largely into two categories. First were those 
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which would provide a more efficient service and 
improve the conditions of staff. Secondly, there 
were measures designed to improve the health and 
welfare of the working class. It was the first 
category, designated ‘municipal trading', which 
attracted the ire of* opponents of "municipal 
socialism'. They argued that it was no business of 
the council to run trams and supply electric 
lighting, gas or other services. This served 
merely to put private firms out of business and was 
an unwarranted intrusion into the market. A 
long-running controversy followed in the wake of 
the series of articles in The Times which had 
highlighted this activity, with an Industrial 
Freedom League being formed in order to co-ordinate 
opposition to future municipalisation schemes. 
Understandably there was a fierce reaction from the 
trades threatened by such proposals. After the 
plans for the municipalisation of public houses and 
the coal supply were widely mooted numbers of 
publicans and coal merchants felt it their duty to 
represent their fellow citizens as members of the 
council. 

Labour and socialist councillors were 
particularly keen to introduce measures which would 
improve the health anā conditions of working 
people. In the 1890s they urged that the Housing 
of the Working Classes Act should be used by local 


authorities to clear slum areas and build 
corporation houses. In the wake of the scare over 
‘physical deterioration’ labour spokesmen demanded 
that councils start feeding hungry school 


children. The ILP's Margaret Macmillan played an 
important role in educating the rank and file to 
the importance of such issues and after the passage 
of the Education (Provision of Meals) Act in 1906 
she was zealous in her efforts to ensure that ILP 
branches should press for local authorities to open 
school clinics. Although there was some opposition 
from the medical profession to the growth of school 
and baby clinics there was generally much less 
Opposition to municipal involvement in the sphere 
of health and welfare, probably because it did not 
affect so many vested interests. Yet there is some 
evidence to suggest that social reforms which 
involved an increase in the number of officials 
empowered to investigate families' circumstances 
were not welcomed by the working class.18 Labour 
spokesmen were vulnerable to the argument that 
socialism meant a great increase in officialdon.l? 
Yet it should not be thought that Labour's 
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approach to municipalisation was non-ideological, 
merely an acceleration of the reforms proposed by 
the progressives in the Liberal Party.20 For 
Labour and socialist spokesmen did not always 
respect the proprieties of Edwardian politics. For 
instance, the municipalisation of hospitals was 
widely advocated in the labour movement in the 
1300s, but thie proposal ran direct iy Jcontrary to 
the belief in the efficacy of voluntary action 
which sustained charitable hospitals, and was 
abhorrent to most Liberals.21l In Bradford the 
woolcombing business had long been renowned for its 
low wages and appalling working conditions, but the 
Bradford Labour group's proposal that woolcombing 
should be municipalised in order to end this state 
of affairs produced a storm of outrage. 22 The 
Social Democratic Federation, going far beyond the 
feeding of poor school children by local 
authorities, espoused the concept of ‘state 
maintenance',. Recognising that many working class 
Parents were unable to afford to feed and clothe 
their school-age children the SDF proposed that the 
state should take on the task, with children 
attending boarding schools set in the countryside, 
far from the grime and smoke of the industrial 
cities.23 Naturally proposals like this were a 
gift to the propagandists of the Anti-Socialist 
Union who were able to present them as a plan to 
remove children completely from the care of their 
parents and place them in state institutions. 

But for the most part Labour councillors 
expended their efforts in attempting to improve the 
conditions of Hae wormage lacce They were 
especially concerned with the hours and rates of 
pay of council workmen. Often a Labour councillor 
would be an official of a union which haad 


corporation workmen among its membership - the 
Gasworkers Union or the Tramwaymen's Union, for 
instance. These councillors could sit on the 


relevant committee and argue their members' case at 
first hand. As wage rates were negotiated locally 
some disquiet was felt about this from councillors 
in the other parties. 24 

This defence of the interests of corporation 
manual workers was allied with a vigilant scrutiny 
of the terms and conditions of salaried staff. 
Pointing to the disparities between the two groups 
Labour councillors argued on the grounds of 
‘municipal economy' that salary increases for top 
otficials should be kept to a minimum. Yet 
parsimony in this area could mean that the best 
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otficials would not be attracted to work for the 
local authority, a point which came to be 
acknowledged by labour groups. Another area where 
all labour councillors were active was the question 


Of | "Rair “Contracts. “Inthe date minetEemtn 
century, trades councils had been active at fal 
persuading local authorities to adopt "Fair 
Contract' clauses which ensured that municipal 
contracts were not awarded to firms which paid less 
than trade union rates. Labour councillors were 


Vigilant in their seruciny | of Seentneces mew tshing 
the municipality to become a model employer. 2° 
They also advocated that councils start direct 
works departments similar to that opened by the 
Fonden eounty Ceminent sia ISS, 

One of the reasons why the debate over 
municipalisation raged was because there was a 
severe problem about the financing of local 
expenditure in the Edwardian period. The Times' 
articles on 'municipal socialism' contained one 
recurring theme: the increase in rates brought 
about by the growth of municipal expenditure as 
local authorities extended their sphere of 
operations. The ‘burden of the rates' was a real 
barrier to the expansion of municipal activity. 
Avner Offer has estimated that rates increased four 
fold between 1860 and 1912.26 The brunt of the 
increase fell upon the lower middle class, the 
owners of shops and small workshops, who were the 
section of the population perhaps most susceptible 
to arguments which blamed ‘municipal extravagance’ 
for the additional expenditure. The opponents of 
municipal socialism characterised labour and 
socialist councillors as spendthrifts, careless of 
ratepayers’ money. 


Labour representatives themselves became 
extremely sensitive to the charge of ‘municipal 
extravagance’. There waS some attempt to justify 


the rate demands of high-spending authorities on 
the grounds that many of the services provided - 
school meals, and school clinics for instance - 
were of direct financial benefit to the working 
class.? Apart from this ‘social wage' defence 
of the rates there were two sets of proposals for 
the broadening of the revenue base of local 
authorities. The first concerned centre-local 
relations and called for the extension of the 
Grants-in-Aid system. Grants-in-Aid were provided 
by central government to local authorities to 
supplement their expenditure on certain services, 
such as the police. As the activities of local 
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aurherities hacal ë grown dia the late nineteenth 
century so the system of Grants-in-Aid had been 
extended to cover more aspects of expenditure. The 
grants were not the only way in which central 
government augmented the budgets Ose kocapll 
authorities. There was also a system of “assigned 
revenues' by which central government allocated a 
Certain percentage Of particular taxes, But these 
were often used to reduce the general rates burden 
and gave central government no Opportunity of 
ensuring that there was a minimum standard of 
SSrevies., Sidney Webb was particularly involved in 
efforts to Gets the system of Grants-in-Aid 
extended. For Webb their attraction was that they 
would enable centrali government to supervise 
services and refuse payment to authorities which 
did not provide a minimum standard. Webb saw it as 
a way by which a “national minimum” might be 
gradually introduced. 28 He proposed that the 
system POL Grants-in-Aid “Gaver fifty per cent oF 
local authorities' expenditure on such services as 
education and public health. 22 

The second set of proposals for expanding the 
municipal budget put forward by Labour and 


socialist representatives concerned local 
taxation. Labour had long supported the radicals' 
case TOR site-value rating, whereby local 


authorities would be able to gain from the 
increased value of the land. Another proposal to 
raise additional revenue was the call cOn & 
municipal income tax. Of the two, site-value 
Gating was the most politically feasible. The 
constraints of municipal finance represented a real 
check on the extent to which Labour and socialist 
representatives could argue for an extension of the 
tole oi the municipality. 

The extent to which Labour councillors could 
geci thern proposals accepted depended primarily on 
their electoral Support, but also on the degree to 
which such measures were acceptable to the other 
parties Adversarial politics, although mot absent 
from the council chamber, were less in evidence 
than at Westminster because the committee system 
afforded even minority parties like Labour some say 


in policy formation. The best known examples of 
co-operation between Liberal and Labour 
representatives were perhaps in London where in the 
early 1890s the alliance between Labour 
councillors, led by John Burns, and Progressive 
representatives on the county council proved to be 
very fruitful.3l Progressive and Labour groups 
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had remarkably similar programmes. Much the same 
set of reforms was introđuced by the Progressive 
Alliance in Battersea as the Labour-dominated West 
Ham Council pushed through after it gained power in 
1898. 32 

Although its opponents made much of Labour's 
ambitions and the threat of municipal socialism, 
the reality was far different. Relatively few 
constituencies fielded Labour candidates in the 
Edwardian period as the party was generally unable 
to incur the expense. Consequently the electoral 
work of the Labour activists consisted mainly in 
fighting municipal contests and the elections for 
the board of guardians. These elections were 
important in themselves but they also served the 
function of keeping the Labour case before the 


electorate and were useful TTA *nursing' a 
constituency for a general election. Labour's 
activity at municipal elections was fragmented and 
ill-~co-ordinated. Its presence on town and city 
councils was seldom substantial ~ even in large 


cities usually a mere handful out of a council of 
seventy or eighty. 
One of the major handicaps for Labour was the 


size and extent of the municipal franchise. Many 
working class electors were disfranchised because 
of the operation of the electoral system. Lodgers 


were ineligible to vote and as the register for the 
November municipal election was drawn up in the 
July of the previous year many working class people 


were disfranchised because they subsequently 
moved. Married women who owned property were 
included in this franchise but few of these would 
have been likely to vote Labour. It has been 


estimated that the municipal franchise rarely 
exceeded twenty per cent of the population. 33 

Despite these hindrances Labour made a steady 
advance at municipal elections in the early 
twentieth century. M.G. Sheppard has analysed the 
distribution of the Labour vote at municipal 
elections in the period 1901-1913. 34 He 
demonstrates that despite some temporary setbacks 
the size of the Labour vote increased as did the 
number of successful Labour councillors. The 
contrast between 1901 and 1913 is revealing. in 
1901 Labour's 116 candidates won 2l municipal 
seats, whereas in 1913 171 out of 426 were 
successful. ine number Of MUnteipalitites Fought 
increased from 52 to 123.35 

Sheppard's analysis does not include London or 
Scotland but within England and Wales he shows that 
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the Labour vote was concentrated in northern 
England, Yorkshire, Lancashire, Peak Don and the 
east and west Midlands. These regions accounted 
for almost four-fifths of the municipalities fought 
by Labour in the period and slightly more than 
EQuUr=fiftihs §ot all) candidates put forward. 2° 
Yorkshire and Lancashire predominated in Labour's 
municipal successes. Together the two counties 
contained almost “one third oT all municipalities 
fought by Labour and more than one third of all 
Labour candidates. 37 

The controversy over ‘municipal socialism' and 
the exaggerated scares as to the intentions of 
Labour representatives were the probable causes of 
a decline in the number of candidates elected 
between 1906 and 1907. There was another decline 
in 1910 when the effect of the Osborne Judgement, 
and the fact that the trade unions and Labour 
forces had to fight two general elections in one 
year, left little money or energy available for the 
municipal elections. 

In aggregate in 1O17 Labour presented 
Candidates mini one Lhird jot the municipalities in 
England and Wales studied by Sheppard. Although 
tnere had been significant advances, when examined 
city by city the Labour position still looks 


fragile. Even in the 'municipal beacon' OL 
Bradtord, atter the elections of 1913 which brought 
te forty-three per cent of the Poll, the 


Labour-Socialist group was still the smallest party 
on the council with twenty seats to the Liberals' 
thirty-one and the Conservatives! thirty-two. 38 

In large part this was because of an electoral pact 
reached between the Conservatives and Liberals 
which ensured Labour had to face straight fights. 
This was an increasing pattern across the country. 
In some towns there would be an  anti-Labour 
electoral agreement which covered all the municipal 
contests in a particular year. ity LOLI Mee oxenuire 
faced such alliances in twelve towns.39 While 
there had peen continuous Labour representation on 
the Bradford council since 1892 this had only been 
the case in neighbouring Leeds since 1903. By 1913 
Labour had fourteen seats in Leeds which was two 
more than the Liberals but dwarfed by the 
twenty-five seats held by the Conservatives .72 

In Birmingham there was no Labour representation 
until 1911 when six councillors were returned. In 
1914 this number had increased to eight but on a 
council of 120.41 In Sheffield there was no 
Labour presence on the council until 1905 and by 
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1912 this had completely disappeared. 42 These 
were all major cities which possessed identifiable 


working class cultures and institutions. In 
smaller towns the position of Labour was much 
weaker. Chris Cook has remarked that: ‘In the 
smaller boroughs, in the county towns and cathedral 
cities, Labour's impact had been virtually 


non-existent'.43 By 1914 at the level of local 
government, Labour was still a struggling third 
party which had failed to ‘break the mould'. 

By 1914 there was, therefore, a greater 
realism about the potential of municipalities. 
Labour remained a minority party on town and city 
councils and even in its areas of greatest strength 
it lacked the necessary electoral support to win 


control of councils. There was a growing 
recognition that some problems, notably 
unemployment, could only be tackled by the national 
government. Equally there was a greater 
sophistication in relation to policy. This can be 


clearly seen in the ILP. 

After 1909, the year of the publication of the 
Report of the Royal Commission on the Poor Laws, 
social policy measures began to predominate in the 
programme of the ILP and the influence of the 
Fabian Society became more pronounced. Woe IML 
enthusiastically backed the Webbs' proposals for 
the abolition of the poor law and the transfer of 
responsibilities from the boards of guardians to 
town councils. By this time most Labour and 
socialist representatives had despaired of being 
able to utilise the powers of the guardians on 
behalf of the unemployed as had been envisaged in 
the 1890s. By 1912 the ILP and Fabian Society were 


actively co-operating in a ‘War on  Poverty' 
campaign aimed at establishing the “national 
minimum’. This extensive programme called for 


‘healthy homes for all', complete provision against 
sickness (as opposed to the limited coverage of the 
i Si il National Insurance BEDE child welfare 
measures, a 48 hour week and the abolition of the 
poor law.44 In reply to criticisms that this was 
to substitute social reform for socialism the ILP 
chairman, W.C. Anderson, remarked that: 'If the 
socialist city is to have firm foundations we must 
drain the bogs and swamps'.45 Although much of 
this programme was designed to be implemented at 
the municipal level it had to be passed at 
Westminster and there was scant chance of this 
happening. 

After 1910 there was some disillusionment with 
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the parliamentary route to socialism being pursued 
by the Labour Party. Hm = EINES MUS wais «6 Kore 
expression in the shape of the ‘Bradford 
resolution’ which was debated annually from 1911 at 
that party's conference. Essentially this called 
for a complete overhaul of the machinery of 
government which could best be accomplished by 
replacing the cabinet by a committee system. Each 
Minister would be chairman of a committee composed 
of MPs who were specialists in the area covered by 
his Ministry. The ‘Bradford resolution' was 
proposing then that the Commons be remodelled along 
the lines of the council chamber. 

Although the ‘Bradford resolution’ became ILP 
policy in 1914 the plan was soon forgotten after 
war was declared. The centralisation of state 
power brought about by the war also ended the hopes 
of those who believed in a devolution of power to 
the municipality. By 1913-1914 twenty-four per 
cent of local authority expenditure was financed by 
Central government. 4 As this percentage rose 
after the first world war municipal autonomy 
declined and Keir Hardie's contention of 1906 that 
‘it became increasingly evident that socialism in 
this country would come through the municipality’ 
seemed to belong to another ager” 
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Chapter Five 


THE LABOUR PARTY PRESS 


‘If we wish to maintain our movement intact 
and preserve its independence, we can only do so by 
possessing a Press which represents the principles 
for which the movement stands.' 

With these words at the 1911 Trades Union 
‘Congress ait Newcastle upon Tyne, ye NE hy VOT 
explained to delegates the reasons for the imminent 
appearance of the Daily Herald, a daily strike 
sheet which had briefly appeared during the 


printers' strike of 1911 and which it was now 
proposed to relaunch as a daily newspaper. An 
explanation was certainly needed. Prominent 


members of the TUC were at that very moment engaged 
in preparing for the launch of another Labour daily 


newspaper, an official paper EOR the labour 
movement, to be called the Daily Citizen, and a 
number of trade unions were contemplating 


substantial investments in it. It was a profoundly 
disturbing situation. 

The history of the Labour press in Britain is 
a history Gr Struggle, with much felure wand liteke 
success. Judged by the criteria of conventional 
PuUblushing, chere is mO COWoE ther cma British 
labour movement has never succeeded in developing a 
viable press.? To some degree this may have been 
the inevitable consequence of the political 
fragmentation which underlay the apparently 
monolithic structure of the movement; each section 
jealously developed and cultivated its own press 
and there was little co-operation between the 
different elements. Another explanation, much 
favoured by leaders of the movement, is that the 
mass of the British public preferred to be 
entertained rather than be informed, that the 
‘'softer' approach of the commercial press was more 
palatable than the necessarily rigorous content Ons 
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theoretically-committed newspapers and journals. 

Why then did the Labour Party, a federation of 
different groups bound together by a common 
interest in winning parliamentary representation 
and less hide-bound to a particular political 
theelegy theim many ether policical Groups, not 
develop a successful and vigorous press? It is not 
easy to find a single answer, but an examination of 
the periodical press of the LRG anada the early 
Labour Party provides some pointers to an answer. 

The Labour Party lacked, in its earliest 
phase, the structural coherence of conventional 
political parties, even of parties such as the ILP 


or the SDF. Similarly, its press was less 
homogeneous than its counterparts in the other 
socialist and labour groups. In a sense it is 


dit fieu to talk ora specirically Labour Party 
press before 1914. Instead the party benefited 
from the support of a variety of periodicals, most 
of which claimed primary loyalty to parties or 
groups affiliated to the Labour PaE ma LOA 
around forty periodicals published in various parts 
of Britain supported the newly established Labour 
Representation Committee. During the next fifteen 
years, a further 113 periodicals were started, and 
most of these gave support to the LRC. There were 
few periodicals in this period produced specifi- 
Cally for the party, but taken as a whole the 
Labour Party press was by no means insignificant, 
consisting of around fourteen local papers and one 
national daily newspaper. Yet the whole was no 
greater than the sum of the parts. The Labour 
Party press was, in the period up to 1914, a 
disappointment. 

From the outset, the leaders of the Labour 
Party were. fully aware of contemporary developments 
in the press. They were living in an age which was 
discovering the power of the press. New commercial 
papers were being launched at an unprecedented 
rate, the weekly press was flourishing and the 
reviews were still holding their own as the 
required reading of educated and intelligent 
Opinion makers.3 Both in Britain and in the 
United States the age of the press barons had 
already dawned and within a few years leading 
politicians would be expressing their own concern 
at the irresponsible and unaccountable influence 
wielded by men such as Alfred Harmsworth and the 
Kemsleys. byan bekore thuis latest development in 
the history of the British oress socialiste had 
realised the importance of CWUENWENE ios; neni Gwa 
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media. From the earliest days of the socialist 
movement, periodicals and journalism had played a 
crucial part in articulating the aims and 
objectives of socialism. Many of the leaders of 
the labour movement were themselves journalists in 
the sense that they wrote regularly in the press 
and oiten helped to organise it; after all, the 
press was the major mass medium available to 
politicians. Moreover, socialists had long 
suspected that thelr progress was hampered not only 
by the weakness of their own press but by the way 
their opponents deployed theirs. Despite the 
disadvantages of the lack of money, skill, 
experience and even market, these socialist 
pioneers invested prodigious amounts of time, 
energy, and whenever possible money as well, in 
launching anu sustaining a variety of weekly and 
monthly papers. In its first decade the ILP alone, 
to whicn many ot the leaders of the Labour Party 
belonged, published over seventy papers as far 
atield as Musselburgh and Plymouth. 

ne establishment of the Labour Representation 
Committee in theory offered new prospects for the 


Labour press; a potentially greater readership, 
greater resources and a more widely dispersed and 
ettective organisational support. In the event the 


Labour Party tailed to fulfil this early promise. 

Conventionally the provincial labour weeklies 
and monthlies played an important part in the 
corporate life of the socialists of their district 
and as cogs in the political and administrative 
wheels of party branches. They were noticeboards 
tor party activity, which is why the appearance of 
a local paper was usually the reflection of the 
vigour ot the branch itself. It is not altogether 
surpi ising therefore Lhat s0 few papers were 
produced in this period specifically for the Labour 
Party. Its branch network was slow to develop. 
Neither Glasgow nor London, EOR example, had 
central Labour Parties before 1914 and elsewhere 
the organisation was patchy. 

The appearance of Labour Party papers falls 
approximately in two periods. There was a burst of 
activity around 1904, just at the time when 
affiliations to the LRE began to climb rapidly. 
Between 1402 and 1904, the number of affiliated 
trades councile inereaced trow Al o O, affiliated 
traue unions from 65 to 165 and the membership 
Erom ee 000 to S7O700de — Although this Growth 
was not mirrored by a commensurate growth in the 
Labour press, nine new LRC papers were launched, in 
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Jarrow, Leeds, Eccles, Barrow, Bradford, Newport, 
Croydon, York and Wakefield. Thereafter there was 
@ dwll, The Labour breakthrough at the general 
election of 1906 did not produce a significant 
increase in the number of local papers being 
produced though, as we shall see, it did stimulate 
interest in the potential of the press more 
widely. By the end of 1907 there were only four 
LRC papers in circulation though to these should be 
added the dozen or so local ILP papers which were 
in existence. From the end of 1909, however, there 
waS a new spate of activity. A number of local ILP 
Papers were started and between 1910 and 1912 six 
more LRC papers were launched, in Bow, Manchester, 
Barrow, Bradford, Leeds and Blackpool. 

The geographical distribution of Labour Party 
papers no more reflects the pattern of the party's 
real strength than the distribution of ILP or SDF 
papers is an index of the local strength or 
weakness of those parties. Some of the new Labour 
Party papers, it is true, appeared in areas noted 
for thelr tradition of labour journalism. Leeds, 
for example, where there had been no fewer than six 
ILP Papers prior to 1900 saw the appearance of two 
LRC papers before 1905, the Armley and Wortley 
Pioneer and the East Leeds New Times. Neither 
paper appears to have been successful but in 191ll a 
new paper was launched under the auspices of the 
LRC to serve the whole of the Leeds labour 
movement, the Leeds Weekl Citizen which became in 
time the longest serving labour paper in Britain. 
Bradford, another major centre of ILP journalism 
since the early 1890s, saw the appearance of 
another ILP paper, the Bradford Pioneer, in MOIS 
but this soon became the Organ of the local LRC as 
well. Under the “editorship oz WoW Jowett ie 
became one of the best known local Labour papers of 
the inter-war years. 

Elsewhere in Yorkshire the LRC was active and 
enterprising. The short-lived York Labour News of 
Eb] was tollcwed (by “the York) (ais, Lakak Neve 
which was published in Support of G.H. Stuart, the 
LRC candidate in 1906. In Wakefield the local LRC 
conducted a most interesting experiment when it 
purchased in L0G a long established local 
commercial paper, the Wakefield Echo, which had 
first appeared in 1874, Either the paper was 
already in ditiveulties when the TRC stepped in, 
which is likely, or the party's handling of the 
Paper's affairs was less than skilful but the paper 
ceased publication within a year. It should 
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be borne in mind that at this time two of the most 
successful ILP papers were also being published 
in Yorkshire, the Sheffield Guardian and the 
Huddersfield Worker, while the ILP's own national 
paper, the Labour Leader was circulating widely in 
this area. 

Elsewhere in the north west the vigour which 
had been so characteristic of the ILP press in the 


1890s was sustained in the LRC. There were several 
attempts to create local LRC papers, usually in 
association with the local ILP. The Eccles 


Pioneer, for example, which appeared in 1905, was 
produced by the same Peter Lindley who published 
the Pendlebury Pioneer and several other Manchester 
ILP papers; indeed it appears to have coexisted 
with an ILP paper of the same name.8 The 
Stockport Herald lasted for three years from 1904 
to 1907 while in 1911 an attempt was made, in 
conjunction with colleagues in Leeds and with the 
support of the National Labour Press, to establish 
a weekly paper for the whole of the Manchester 


area. The Manchester Weekly Citizen, however, was 
CLS diaere ly less successful than its Leeds 
COUUIMES OEIC o 

Further north, the creation of the LRC seemed 
to have breathed new life into the movement. Terg 


was a revival in labour publishing in Barrow and 
this bore fruit in two papers, the Barrow Pioneer 
from 1905 to 1908 and the Barrow Guardian after 
LELO, In Blackpool, however, there was no history 
of any previous socialist activity and here the ERC 
successfully ran a monthly paper for almost five 


years from 1910 onwards. Across the Pennines in 
Jarrow the local LRC launched the only Labour paper 
which has been recorded for that borough, the 


Jarrow Division Labour Herald from 1905 to 1907. 

In London the trades councils, which played a 
key role in founding the London Labour Party, also 
sustained the local labour press.? owe Gse Ene 
five papers in che pericd up to Lla which were 
associated with the LRC were established in areas 
where the trades council had been particularly 
active. Islington, where one major initative had 
been started to establish a federation of London 
trades councils, saw an attempt in 1906 to run a 
broad labour paper, the Islington Labour Argus. In 
three other districts where an attempt had been 
made to create a rival Federation of Trades and 
Labour Councils, there were local papers associ- 
ated with the LRC. Both in West Ham and in 
Croydon, these were essentially private ventures, 
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the West Ham Citizen being owned and edited in the 
Inecebest Gh the ONO by Martin idee. the Croydon 
Citizen, published for five years from 190490 ta 
1909, was run by two individuals in close 
association with the local trades council, which 
played an important part in the politics of London 
trades council movement. 

The most successful London paper was the 
Woolwich Pioneer which had been appearing in one 
form or another since 1898, though largely under 
the auspices of the local ILP. In 1904 a new 
company was formed, the Borough of Woolwich Labour 
Representation Newspaper and Publishing Company, 
and though the main motivators were members of the 
ILP, the list of 636 shareholders is a roll-call of 
local labour activists and trade unionists,.19 
With the support of generous gifts and loans from 
the American soap millionaire, Joseph Fels, and 
otners, the paper managed to transcend the boundary 
between the different socialist sects in the 
borough and stayed afloat, though often with great 
difriculty, until 1922. A less catholic paper was 
the Bow and Bromley Worker whose first editor in 
1909 was George Lansbury. Though less ambitious, 
and long-lived, than the Woolwich Pioneer, the 
worker played a leading part in labour politics 
generally in London.1tl 

Elsewhere in Britain, the situation was very 
different. In the midlands there was little 
activity, as had been the case for the ILP. The 
Leicester Pioneer, which was established originally 
Dy the local) TEIR an 1901 but taken over by a 
broadly-based LRC publishing company in 1904, was, 
it must be acknowledged, a highly successful paper, 
appearing Gontinueusly forw2 7 years. It was alone 
in the area, however, apart from a very small 
number of ILP papers such as the Coventr Sentinel 
and the Nottingham Labour Journal. In Wales, too, 
the LRC press made little headway. At the very 
beginning of the period there was a small ie IBMT? of 
activity in Wales. The Cardiff Labour Pioneer was 
EO meets and purposes an IE paper but its 
editorial board contained members of the local 
trades council and trades unions in a way highly 
Cypteal ei many local LRS. Mhe Same vas true of 
the South Wales Worker published by the South Wales 
Labour Press Association, which was Organised by 
many of the individuals who in 1906 formed the 
Swansea Labour Association. The power-house of the 
local socialist movement, however, remained the 
Swansea Socialist Society and when the Swansea 
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Labour Journal appeared in 1910, it was announced 
as the organ of the Swansea ILP.12 Only in 
Newport did a specifically LRC paper appear at the 
emel or L905; che slabourtube, “though emis did not 
last beyond the 1906 election. No such papers were 
Produced either im SeE@eleme! or im UNS CieSee Tracte 
of the west midlands, the south east or the south 
west of England. In all these places there had 
been some ILP press activity in the past but no LRC 
papers appeared there. 

The aims and objectives of local LRC and 
Labour Party periodials were broadly similar to 
those ot the ILP and SDF press. They were intended 
both as propaganda sheets and as instruments of 
Organisation. However, most were published either 
during an election campaign or in anticipation of 
one, and disappeared as soon as the election was 
Over. To that extent, it may be argued that most 
local LRC papers existed for rather different 
reasons from the papers of, say, the ILP or the 
SDF. Reflecting the paramount concern of the 
Labour Party with winning parliamentary elections 
rather than breaking new theoretical ground or 
competing with its affiliated political groups in 
programmatic politics, the local Labour Party press 
was very largely concerned with elections. This 
was an inevitable consequence both of the 
relationship the LRC had with its component groups 
and of the fact that its own local structure was 
rudimentary. The local Labour Party rarely had the 
same corporate or institutional life as the ILP or 
SDF; there were no Glee Clubs, Socialist Sunday 
Schools O orchestras, no Cinderella clubs or 
eyeling groups. The Labour Party's press was 
rarely called upon, therefore, to perform the same 
function as its counterparts in other parties. 
This is not to minimise the role of the local 
Labour Party press but to suggest that in this 
period it was qualitatively different from that 
played by other elements of the socialist press. 

As was always the case in labour journalism, 
however, the party press depended a great deal on 
the enthusiasm and drive of particular 
individuals. It is this, more than anything else, 
which explains the pattern of distribution of the 
papers, though a local tradition Git labour 
publishing or the particular impetus provided by an 
election clearly helped. In Barrow, for example, 
the barrow Guardian, which lasted from 1910 to 
1947, was the third in a line of labour papers 
beginning with the weekly Barrow ILP Journal which 
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appeared in 1895. Uniquely, the Barrow Labour 
Party was organised by two men who subsequently 
became National Agents of the party, Arthur Peters 
and Egerton Wake, and it was they who organised the 
publication of the local papers. One of the key 
figures in the Bow and Bromley Worker was George 
Lansbury, while Ramsay MacDonald played a leading 
role in the launching and maintenance of the 
Leicester Pioneer. Elsewhere, the names of the 
journalists are more obscure but everywhere there 
were one or two individuals who undertook the bulk 
of the work. In Woolwich it was William Barefoot 
and the indefatigable C.H. Grinling, who devoted 
his life savings to keeping the Pioneer afloat; in 
Eccles, Peter Lindley, in Swansea, John Littlejohn; 
and in Croydon, H.T. Muggeridge, George Gliddon and 
Harry Sidey. im their localities these were often 
very well-known people, active in a number of 
Organisations and often serving as local 
councillors as well. 

Financing the local Labour Party press seems 
to have been no easier than, and indeed no 
different from, the conventional methods used by 
the ILP or SDF press.1l3 A variety of methods 
were used. At the simplest level, a local branch 
Or a group of individuals provided the finance on 
an ad hoc basis. This seems to have been true of 
the Jarrow Labour Herald, which was run for much of 
its life by one man. Other papers, unfortunately 
no longer extant, may well have been organised on 
an issue by issue basis. On a more complex level, 
the promoters of a paper could choose either to 
register their enterprise as a Eriendly society, as 
in the case of the South Wales Worker, or, even 
more ambitiously, as a fully fledged company. The 
Leicester Pioneer and Woolwich Pioneer were two 
such companies, the former with 68 shareholders and 
Enicwlia Gers wa thi over CO0 They could raise 
mortgages, issue new stock, arrange debentures and 
conduct themselves in every way like a commercial 
business with none of the Limitations which were 
imposed on friendly societies. For a prospering or 
ambitious paper this was clearly the way forward, 
but the risks were great, as the stockholders of 
the Woolwich Pioneer discovered when faced year in, 
year out by fresh demands for money. Rarely were 
these companies involved in printing or technical 
work, though a number of ILP branches did own their 
printing presses. Instead they dealt with 
commercial firms, usually sympathetic to their 
views. One of the most important presses was owned 
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by the ILP, the National Labour Press, which 
undertook a wide range of business well outside the 
orbit of the party which owned it. 

On the whole the promoters of local Labour 
Party papers were unambitious. They were modest in 


their objectives, and when their ventures did 
survive longer than a few issues, they tended to 
live from hand to mouth. As George Lansbury put 


it, describing the Bow and Bromley Worker, which 
was probably typical: 


This ran until all of us were double bankrupt 
and had exhausted every avenue for begging or 
borrowing money. Finnis, Annie and Jessie 
Johnston were our millionaires, and they were 
just black-coated workers. 14 


The impecunious state and amateurish conduct 
of Labour's local press contrasts sharply with the 
condition of the party's national press, for the 
most important development in this period was the 
establishment, for the first time, of a daily 
Labour newspaper. From the earliest days of the 
Labour Party, indeed long before that in radical 
circles, there had been a dream that there should 
be such a paper. Lack of resources, recognition of 
the limited market for such a paper and the absence 
of an appropriate organisational platform from 
which to launch it had prevented the dream becoming 
a reality. The birth of the LRC transformed the 


situation. A vast new readership seemed to be 
beckoning, the resources of the trades unions were 
greater than anything available to labour 


journalists in the past, and the new challenges to 
the organized workers posed by the Taff Vale case 
and the increasing power of the commercial press 
put the idea of a Labour daily paper high on 
the movement's agenda. Early in 1903, the 
Parliamentary Committee of the TUC began, 
therefore, to consider the question seriously.195 

To some extent the labour movement was simply 
responding to the trend of the age and, as it 
believed, following belatedly in the footsteps of 
its European counterparts. The halfpenny press had 
only recently begun to make its impact, and the 
advent of new technology and an aggressive new 
journalism made socialists acutely aware both of 
the vulnerability of their own position and also of 
the possibilities opening up before them. They 
could look abroad at successful ventures such as 
Vorwarts which was continually referred to in the 
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socialist press as a paradigm. Above all, they 
believed that newspapers could not but BE 
profitable. The leaders of the Labour Party were 
quick to observe that if only some of the one and a 
half million or so affiliated members of the TUC 
bought their paper they would immediately be 
challenging the largest circulating papers of Fleet 
Street. Wie Dally Mailis Girceulatiom had leapt 
Erom 400,000 T o ETOO an ony “two “years, 
heralding the arrival of a new era in the press. 
By 1903 there were almost as many people affiliated 
to the Labour Party as there were readers of the 
Daily Mail. Pe is barciy gürorisingo Giere nore, 
that the idea of starting a daily newspaper took on 
a new urgency at this time. 

True, an arly 1maiciativa ste che 1903 LRE 
Conference failed but the trade unions soon grasped 
the notion.l® At the TUC Congress in September 
1904 a resolution was carried instructing the 
Parliamentary Committee to begin negotiations with 
the LRC and the General Federation of Trade Unions 
to prepare and submit a scheme for a daily 
newspaper. A joint committee was established and 
concluded that in view of the need to raise 
£150,000 for such a paper, it might be wiser to 
begin with a weekly paper which would, even EHen 
cost 50, 000, In May 1904, a joint circular was 
Tested by the WUC and LIG, canvassing support and 
soliciting money from the unions. The response was 
very disappointing. Only 29 replies were received 
from the 204 unions affiliated to the TUC. OF 
these fourteen favoured a weekly paper, none wanted 
a daily and six opposed any paper at all. More 


important, only three offered any financial 
support.l” Undeterred, in 1904 the TUE 
instructed the Parliamentary Committee to establish 
a SCO-operative  Priamting Press, im the hope that 


this positive approach might encourage the more 
reluctant unions to change their minds. in” L905, 
however, this scheme was abandoned © Ta lack os 
Support. 

In the meantime, a number of private ventures 
were launched. In 1904 a number of Lib-Lab MPs 
and trade unions leaders supported the publication 
of the Weekly ri bune whieh was directed by Richard 
Bell and Edmond Browne, a member of the London 
County Council. The Parliamentary Committee gave 


its blessing and the paper was financially 
supported by several unions, including the 
electricians sil tes rallwaymen. Woes EGlrie@ien ai 


policy was to Suppor e EERE oe appearance 
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prompted a considerable controversy. Richard Bell, 
the Labour MP for Derby and leader of the 
railwaymen, had recently come under fire for his 
unorthodox dealings with the Liberals and both he 
and his paper were widely criticised within the 
IRIE The paper succumbed in May 1904 after just 
seventeen issues. Ruefully the editors declared: 


We have tried to provide a genuine labour 
paper in which all shades of opinion might 
find a common meeting ground and which should 
make labour news a special feature, but owing 
to the lack of support from the workers we are 
unable to carry on any longer 


A more promising venture was F.W. Pethick 
Lawrence's Labour Record and Review which was 
launched in May 1905 and lasted for over two years 
before being incorporated in the New Age. The New 
Age provided an important intellectual forum for 
the emerging Labour Party though it was even more 
notable for its literary and artistic commentary. 
Soon after the 1906 general election, when it 
appeared that a new political Situation was 
developing in Britain as a result of the Labour 
Party's electoral breakthrough, new initiatives 


were begun. One group of Lib-Lab MPs and trade 
unionists launched their own daily labour 
newspaper, The Majority, which appears to have had 
close links with the Labour Record and Review. The 


LRC, however, was deeply suspicious of this venture 
largely because of the intimate connections some of 
the proprietors appeared to have with the Liberal 
Party. Within a week the paper was dead, amidst 
some recriminations.1l? 

A more promising initiative was launched by 
Ramsay MacDonald, now the MP EOR Leicester. 
Immediately after the election, a number of letters 
had begun arriving at LRC headquarters urging the 
establishment of a party daily. 29 It is possible 
that MacDonald had been actively pursuing an idea 
of this kind even before 1906 but from March there 
was a crescendo of activity. The most practical 
idea seemed to be to buy and develop an existing 
newspaper, the most obvious candidate appearing to 
be the Daily News. A highly respected Liberal 
paper launched in 1846 and dedicated to Cobdenite 
ideals of free trade and social justice, among its 
illustrious former staff were Charles Dickens, 
Frederick Hunt, Harriet Martineau, Frank Hill and, 
more recently, Edward Cook. By 1900, however, it 
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Was in dire financial straits and David Lloyd 
George, anxious for a paper to support his 
beleaguered pro-Boer campaign, engineered a take 
over with the backing of George Cadbury and his 
partner Franklin Thomasson, each of whom invested 
£20,000. Within a year, Thomasson had withdrawn 
leaving Cadbury to bear the brunt of the paper's 
continuing financial losses. Over three years he 
invested £135,000 in the paper, but the losses 
continuediatlaround 120, 000a yearn. 

Aware, but undeterred by the scale of the 
losses, Ramsay MacDonald began to explore the 
possibility of buying the paper from Cadbury, who 
had already shown sympathy for the Labour cause. 
The key figure in these negotiations was Henry 
Wigham, a wealthy Labour Party sympathiser, who 
offered to invest £10,000 himself and raise a 
further £15,000 from friends, purely as a 
commercial stake.22 Cadbury, however, refused to 
sell although he was pressed to do so several times 
over the next three years. Using Edward Pease, 
Secretary of the Fabian Society, as an inter- 
mediary, MacDonald sought the advice of experienced 
journalists and close associates of Cadbury. A 
detailed report from P.J. Reid of the North East 
Daily Gazette was pessimistic, not only over the 
prospect of Cadbury ever selling the Paper DUCROT 
the Labour Party ever being able to run it. He 
wrote: 


The whole affair bristles with difficulties 
6b 6 «£ To attempt to run a national and 
imperial daily newspaper in London is a 
titanic task nowadays; to run a socialist 
daily n and a [sie] daily paper = words Fail 
toldescribe the difficulty. The thang) is ONIS, 
you need such an efficient organisation and 
for a time at least unlimited financial res- 
ources. Even the Daily News would be a pure 
speculation if it got into socialist hands. 
The trading community would boycott it. 23 


With this avenue closed MacDonald sought other 
alternatives. His closest adviser was Robert 
Donald, the editor of the Daily Chronicle, who 
prepared a detailed memorandum on the range oE 
alternatives. 24 The conclusion was unequivocal 
and similar to the conclusion drawn up by the TUC 
and LRC some years earlier. Unless the party could 
persuade Cadbury or another proprietor to part with 
an established, albeit loss-making, daily paper, 
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the party should contemplate starting nothing more 
ambitious than a weekly, and even here the best 
alternative was to buy an existing paper. A blunt 
and tactless approach to the proprietor of the 
Reynold News elicited an angry response with 
demands that the ‘source’ of the rumours about 
that paper's financial difficulties should be 
revealed.2° Nevertheless, and an indication that 
Reynolds was looking for work, the paper did offer 
to place its own printing presses at the disposal 
of the party, at the appropriate rate of course. 
Presently a tentative name was mooted, The Morning 
Herald. 

As soon as news of these initiatives became 
known, LRC headquarters were inundated with 
unsolicited applications for positions on the new 
paper from journalists.26 Heading the queue were 
those who had been associated with previous 
ventures of this kind. Arthur Lawrence, the editor 
of the ill-fated Majority, and Sidney Foxwell, its 
business manager, both offered their services. 
Among the other applicants were Charles Sarle, 
former editor of the Midland Express, and Arthur 
Welland, former circulation manager of the Daily 
Chronicle, both of whom had recently lost their 
jobs as a result of the collapse of the Tribune, 
Franklin Thomasson's ill-fated Liberal weekly. 

By 1910, the scheme was beginning to gain 
momentum. In 1908 there was a long and detailed 
discussion of the idea of a Labour daily at 
conference, and later that year a special meeting 
was held at which delegates from the London Society 
of Compositors outlined a detailed plan.27 Yet 
progress was still too slow for some of the 
movement's leaders. Early in 1909 Keir Hardie, 
whose experience of newspaper publishing was wider 
than most, began his own initiative, proposing a 
daily paper on the lines of L'Humanité. 28 As 
ever, his plans were hopelessly optimistic. He 
wanted the ILP to maintain full control and he 
argued that only —£10,7000 “would “be needed im the 
first instance, with options on a further £15,000 
if needed. This could be obtained, according to 
Hardie, by a levy of ten shillings on each member 
DE Cae JLP, In the pages of the Labour Leader 
and in the meetings of the ILP's National 
Administrative Council he argued his case 
vigorously. 2? From the outset, however, he 
encountered stiff opposition from Ramsay MacDonald 
and other NAC members. At a crucial meeting in May 
IOLL Hardie wae cutvoted; mis colleagues agreed 
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that the new newspaper should only be run under the 
joint auspices of the Labour Party and the ILP, and 
that its nominal share capital would be £100,000. 
Hardie resigned. 39 Henceforth the plans for a 
Labour daily were conducted without Hardie's par- 
ticipation, advice or help. Eventually, the ILP 
itself would be displaced by the Labour Party and 
the TUC in these negotiations. 

By August 1911 a special committee of the 
Labour Party was well advanced in its discussions 
and plans. The share capital of a proposed new 
company was set at £150,000 with a target of 
£50,000 in the first instance.3l A prospectus 
was issued and money began to trickle Nio 
Inhibited by the Osborne Judgement and numerous 
threats of injunctions against them, many trade 
unions were reluctant to become involved. Never- 
theless, by October 1911 a total of £26,000 had 
been raised or firmly promised and this reached 
£40,000 by the end of the year. 32 Encouraged by 
this response, the committee was transformed into 
the board of directors of Labour Newspapers Ltd. 

From the outset, the company had ambitious 
plans.33 Much to the disappointment of some ILP 
members on the board, Ramsay MacDonald was elected 
Chairman and he spared no efforts in his attempt to 
make the new paper a major undertaking. A special 
report by Mr F.R. Roberts of Manchester estimated 
that £25,000 should be spent in SSECiNG vo andl 
equipping the new paper, and over £250 a week for 
employing the fifty journalists and eS ManGel SEA 
who were needed. These were unprecedented figures 
for a labour paper in Britain but the committee 
pressed on. in Nis) Lepore, | moreover, Feborte 
stressed the need to adopt a commercial approach to 
the new publication. He argued: 


In my opinion the success or failure of the 
proposed paper depends entirely upon its 
policy and on the character of the news it 
provides. I am convinced by experience that 
the reader wants his news first and his 
politics after. I would, therefore, strongly 
advise that it be run on the most up-to-date 
morning newspaper lines, to contain a good 
racing and commercial service; in fact 
Sheene emy | trem  ehe ocher successful 
half-penny morning papers in policy omii 
which you would deal with in your leaders, 
special articles and reports of meetings. TE 
you attempt to run it on any other lines by 
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which I mean to entirely specialise in Labour 
Politics, L am strongly of the sOplmion that 
you would fail where you would otherwise 
succeed. 


Barly in 1912 a young Cambridge graduate, 
Clifford Allen, was appointed full-time Secretary 
of the Company and he bore the brunt of the 
preparations for the establishment of the paper's 
offices.3° In the summer of 1912 a professional 
journalist, Frank Dilnot, was employed as editor of 
the new paper at the rather unsocialist salary of 
£1100 a year. Other professionals were employed in 
key positions, much to the dismay of many 
socialists, though there were some committed men on 
the management, notably the young Herbert Morrison 
in the Circulation Sales Separtment. Early in 
October 1912 the first issue went on sale. It was 
a disappointment .36 Not only did the paper 
strike no new or exciting chords, but it was 
distinctly duller than the average Fleet Street 
product. The early sales figures were by no means 
disastrous, and for a time the advertising revenue 
was reasonably buoyant. Moreover, capital 
continued to arrive. Nevertheless, it is clear 
that the paper was undercapitalised from the start, 
unable to develop the extensive news service and 
scoop journalism which was now the staple of Fleet 
Street and the expectation of readers. In com- 
peting directly with the other national newspapers 
the Daily Citizen put itself at an immediate 
disadvantage; incurring all the expense of a 
national paper with none of its ability to generate 
real income. 

It is also unfortunate that the Daily Citizen 
should have appeared at the very time as the 
revived Daily Herald.-“ It is a piece of supreme 
irony that after twenty years searching for one 
labour daily, the movement should have been 
presented with two simultaneously. The irony was 
not lost on the people involved. Late in 1912 the 
proprietors of the Baily ene ua ld Or rered ats 
copyright to the board of Labour Newspapers, thus 
providing a clean and obvious solution to the 
embarrassing confrontation. 38 Astonishingly, the 
board rejected the offer by five votes to four; 
either the price of £2500 was deemed too high, or 
members of the board had become convinced that the 
Daily Herald would in any case soon pass away. 

In the event, it was the Daily Citizen 
which lost the battle. The demand on capital was 
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insatiable. By the end of May 1914 the company had 
spent £150,000, and losses which had been running 
at almost £1800 a week were only marginally less 


disastrous at £1400 a week. Circulation revenue 
was steady at between £950 and £1000 a week but 
advertising revenue was declining. Small amounts 


of capital continued to arrive but the full amount 
was never raised and the board of directors was 
Coiiea ie lIsy Gonne Cag am bend) © Ene MWC or tG 
individual unions for loans. A special conference 
Of trade unicns at Caxton Hall in March 193 agreed 
on a scheme for levying one shilling per year on 
members HOr three years to help the paper. 
Guarantee funds were a lifeline for the paper and 
by June 1914 £62,000 had been raised this way. 

Even this was not enough once the first world 


war began. Newsprint and other materials were in 
short supply, while advertising and circulation 
revenue dwindled. Only the fact that the paper 


itself was now smaller in size contained the weekly 
losses and late in 1914 the directors launched one 
more guarantee fund, the '100,000 shilling Fund’. 
A new rouna of negotiations opened with the TUC to 
Ety tO raise | mOre “money “and increase | capital 
investment. A joint meeting of the Parliamentary 
Committee and the board of the company agreed on 
drastic expenditure cuts, the discontinuation of 
printing in London and an outline scheme for a new 
trade union levy. 39 These plans were thrown in 
utter confusion when, in February 1915, Mr Justice 
Warrington ruled an ihe High court that an 
investment by the National Amalgamated Society of 
Operative House and Ship Painters in the Daily 
Citizen was contrary to the constitution of the 
union. 40 This was a final, fatal blow for the 
paper. A last attempt was made at a special trade 
union conference immediately after the High Court 
decision to raise money by other means and an 
attempt was made EO transform the registered 
company into a friendly society in order to evade 


the new legal restrictions, but to no avail.4l 
In June 1915 it was announced that the Daily 
Citizen had ceased publication. Giving the 


announcement, the editor of the paper wrote: 


From the Seane there have been heavy 
qutticulties tO “contend wita becatge, whale a 
great many of the heavy expenses inseparable 
trom the conduct of a modern daily newspaper 
had to be incurred imn Gommon with) other 
national daily newspapers the Daily Citizen 
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with a social mission as its mainspring could 
never, from its very nature, adapt itself to 
Many of the purely commercial methods which 
are brought to play by other popular halfpenny 
newspapers. It was further handicapped by a 
very small capital from the start, and by a 
constant struggle for fresh capital throughout 
its existence. Among the effects of this was 
cHe COntinual  CwWieierincy cowna Gir Gweler iia 
various directions where a freer spending of 
money, had it been possible, would have been 
in the long run a business economy . 42 


Why did the Daily Citizen fail? In hindsight 
it is possible to argue that the paper was too 
ambitious, too costly and too complex an 
organisation, and that the unfortunate coincidence 
of war and an adverse legal judgement made any 
attempts at reorganization impossible. Certainly 
the paper became unpopular among some sections of 
the labour movement, chiefly the ILP, because of 
its patriotic stance over the first world war. The 
editorial decision to give coverage to military 
news was regarded, together with the earlier 
decision to include horse racing news, as an 
indication of the paper's failure to serve the 
socialist community in an appropriate way.43 Yet 
it is by no means clear that deferring to these 
views would have saved the Daily Citizen. The 
contrast with the Daily Herald is instructive. 
Piccom=cno walle oleLZen began prom thes assumption 
that a daily labour paper should compete directly, 
both in editorial approach and in infrastructure, 
with the commercial Fleet Street press, differing 
only in editorial opinion, the promoters of the 
Daily Herald seemed to have assumed that a 
socialist daily paper could operate on quite 
different principles, financed in a less ambitious 
way and staffed at a minimal level. Where the 
Citizen sought £150,000, the Herald settled for 
little more than an initial £300.44 In the 
absence of archival material for the Herald 
comparable to rhe Cicizen it is not possible to say 
how much ene was raised for the former paper over 
three years. There was certainly no long list 
of shareholders and few institutional backers. The 
Paper seemed to have survived through the efforts 
of a few wealthy sponsors and the activities of 
local fund raising committees.4© Yet, it was the 
small scale of the Herald's operations and the 
consequent low costs, that gave it the resilience 
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to survive the exigencies of war in 1914, It was 
possible for the Herald to become a weekly and 
survive, whereas the Daily Citizen, far more 
cumbersome in organisation and costly in operation, 
could not make such an adaptation. Wo GOW, COS; 
the relative uniqueness ‘of the Herald's position in 
opposing the war gave it a small but loyal band of 
supporters, whereas the Citizen was indistin- 
Guishable from the rest of the Fleet Street press. 

Yet this is only part of the answer. At no 
time before the war did the Daily Citizen show any 
Peal signs that it was moving cO POr eabili ey. 
The estimates for an improvement in the paper's 
circulation and advertising revenues proved 
unfounded and = throughout its history iC was 
bedevilled by lack Gf Lunds, brought om am part by 
costs but largely through its failure to attract 
advertisers or readers. It is this which is most 
perplexing. Did the working class, as a whole, not 
want a socialist daily paper? Did not the 
Organised trade unionists at the very least, feel 
impelled to buy one? It is difficult to avoid the 
conclusion that, at root, the problem lay in the 
relationship between the leadership and active 
section of the labour movement on the one hand, and 
the mass of ordinary working people on the other. 
Arthur Henderson had a simple explanation. Writing 
to an anguished Clifford Allen after the collapse 
of the Daily Citizen in 1915, he said: 


If resolutions could have saved the Daily 
Citizen it would have had a long life ... The 
plain, blunt fact is the Labour Movement does 
not want a daily newspaper and is not prepared 
to regard such a weapon as necessary imithe 
Labour fight.47 


Telis clear that at a local level socialicte 
saw little need to discontinue their own publishing 
efforts simply because there was now a daily labour 
paper. Indeed, new papers continued to be launched 
even while the Daily Citizen scheme was being 
actively and publicly pursued. In 1912 alone 
twelve new local labour papers were started and 
this number rose to fourteen the following year, 
and these included major undertakings such as the 
Bradford Pioneer and the Leeds Weekly Citizen. 
moa ecen he parti, explained by the relationship 
between the ILP, which started both papers, and the 
Board of Labour Newspapers Ltd. By IIA, wine TL 
was feeling less enamoured of the new paper. The 
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City of London Branch, for example, had protested 
very early on at the decision to press ahead 
without taking seriously Keir Hardie's ideas and 
throughout the paper's existence there were 
complaints from ILP branches about different 
aspects of its editorial presentation, chiefly its 
political and parliamentary coverage. 48 Hie ails 
also fair to say that the Daily Citizen could never 
fulfil for a local branch what its own paper could 
do, any more than The Times could offer a com- 
prehensive coverage for every locality. The role 
which a local paper performed for a local socialist 
movement was quite different to that performed by a 
national daily. 

Few historians have managed to write 
successfully about the impaca of the editorial 
activity of newspapers. 4 What impact, for 
example, did the LRC press have on the politics of 
the party? What impact, indeed, did the Daily 
Citizen have, bearing in mind that at one point it 
had a circulation of some 250,000? It is difficult 
to measure this impact in terms purely of electoral 
success or failure. In the period 1910 to 1914 
there were three-cornered by-election contests in 
fourteen seats where the Lib-Lab pact had 
previously operated and in none of them did Labour 
do better than third. There is some evidence, 
according to Dr Peter Clarke, of a small advance in 
the Labour vote, but there is also strong evidence 
that Labour was hitting a ceiling of thirty per 
cent. 30 This has given rise to the argument, 
most cogently advanced by McKibbin, Matthew et al, 
that the main inhibition on Labour's development in 
these years was the restraint imposed by a 
restrictive and exclusive franchise. Certainly 
there is no empirical evidence, from this quarter, 
that the possession of a daily paper made any 
ditference. In any case, it is not surprising that 
this should be so. If the total membership of the 
Labour Party in the period between 1910 and 1914 
was between 1,500,000 and 1,800,000, its vote in 
the second election of 1910 was only 371,000. The 
Daily Citizen, from a purely statistical point of 
view, could have made little impact outside the 
ranks of firm Labour voters. 

It is equally clear that the local Labour 
press performed only a limited function. Many 
areas where the Labour Party made significant 
electoral headway never once possessed a local 
paper and there are grounds for arguing that 
the main benefit of local papers accrued to the 
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individual journalists and local politicians 
associated with them. For some people, writing was 
a necessary part of politics. Furthermore it may 
be argued that the advantages of a Labour press are 
most Obvious when it does not exist. It was always 
the complaint of socialists that their activities 
and views were misrepresented or ignored by the 
non~socialist press, but it is by no means clear 
that the situation was much improved when a Labour 
press existed. Mass communication required mass 
readership and this has been conspicuously absent, 
with one notable example in the history of the 
Daily Herald, in the Labour press as a whole. The 
electoral advance of the Labour Party in the years 
from 1906 onwards does not seem to have been 
hampered because the Labour press was struggling. 
Yet, without even this fragile network of local 
Labour papers, and without the strenuous efforts 
which lay behind both the local and national Labour 
Press, how much poorer would the movement have 
been, how much less effective would the journalist- 
leaders of the movement have been and how much less 
successful in electoral terms would the Labour 
Party ultimately have been? 
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Chapter Six 


LABOUR AND THE TRADE UNIONS 


In Britain in the fifteen years before the 
first world war the dominant Lib-Labism of the 
trade unions was replaced by a socialist~flavoured 
Labourism. That this occurred without causing any 
major schisms is perhaps the most striking aspect 
of the history of the British trade union movement 


in the period. It was furthermore, in marked 
contrast with the experience of several other 
European countries. In France, Italy, Spain and 


Switzerland, for example, serious divisions arose 
between syndicalist or anarcho-syndicalist trade 
union groupings and the socialist parties. There 
were also Catholic unions in Italy, France, 
Belgium, the Netherlands, and Switzerland, the last 


two also having Protestant unions. The 
"confessional unions' often had direct links with 
the anti-socialist parties in Parliament.1 


Nevertheless, there were pressures between 1906 and 
1914 to steer British unions away from the link 
with the Labour Party. These included strong 
efforts to maintain the old Lib-Lab politics as 
well as various efforts to set up Conservative 
trade unions and more generally to encourage 
Conservative trade unionists. 

One attitude in the French labour movement, an 
attitude which could be resistant to radical ideas 
or, in syndicalism, could be very radical, was 
ouvriérisme. At the first French national workers' 
congress in 1876 this was given expression as 
follows: 


All the systems, all the utopias for which the 
workers have been blamed have never come from 
them at all. They have all come from the 
middle class people, no doubt well 
intentioned, who have sought the remedies for 
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our ills in their own ideas, burning the 
midnight oil instead of looking at our needs 
and at reality.? 


Such suspicions were also deep within the 
generation of British trade union leaders which was 
prominent in the last two decades of the nineteenth 
century and the first few years of the twentieth 
century. The Independent Labour Party leaders had 
to tread exceedingly warily in order not to stir up 
such feelings on the trade union side of the Labour 
Party. Indeed, in 1904, as one of the first group 
ot fraternal delegates from the Labour 
Representation Committee to the TUC, Ramsay 
MacDonald assured the trade unionists, 'The Labour 
Representation Committee is neither sister nor 
brother to the Congress, but its child. We come 
therefore to offer our filial respects'.3 

After the 1906 general election the Labour 
Party was not the trade union movement's only 
political mouthpiece. Whilst, in 1904, the TUC and 
the General Federation of Trade Unions had agreed 
to support LRC candidates, the LRC had agreed to 
support candidates approved by the Parliamentary 
Committee of the TUC. This primarily meant the 
Lib-Labs who had worked together in the 1900-06 
Parliament as the Parliamentary Trade Union Group. 
In the latter days of that Parliament, under John 
Burns' chairmanship, they had scored some successes 
in debates on trade union matters and in particular 
om thew Tredes Diepuces Bille After the 1906 
election the group continued, comprising thirteen 
miners, four from other trade unions, Henry 
Broadhurst (soon to retire) and William Cremer (who 
was to die in 1908). Burns was now in the Liberal 
Cabinet. 

On the whole relations between the two trade 
union groups were good; though some of the older 
Lib-Lab members such as Fred Maddison and Charles 
Fenwick could be Gditticule, The Watter esstspuciom 
of the socialists could readily surface among the 
Trade Union Group, as happened in May 1906 when 
Keir Hardie and Shackleton tried to get a Labour 
Party member onto the House of Commons. Select 
Committee which was being set up to look at 
amendments to the Housing of the Working Class 
Acts. Fenwick took umbrage when Hardie asserted, 
e c a as a labots Party, paid by Labour 
organisations and directly representing Labour 
opinions, they were entitled to representation on a 
Committee of this kind'. Fenwick complained with 
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vigour, 


What special right had his hon. friends on the 
other side to be considered as the representa- 
tives of Labour that they who sat on the 
Ministerial side of the House had not an equal 
@iaidm to? They were trade unionists, they 
stood at the head of large Labour organi- 
sations which they had built up. Their claim 
in both these respects was infinitely superior 
to the claim of some of those who claimed to 
be members of the Labour Party. They had 
worked in the mine and in the factory side by 
side with those who sent them to this House. 


William Brace, a miner, observed that EENES 
discussion was to him one of the most painful 
experiences of his life' and added that his group, 
like the Labour Party, did not always vote with the 
government even if they did take the Liberal 
whip.? 

For some of the miners' MPs the situation was 
happily resolved when the Miners‘ Federation of 
Great Britain resolved to affiliate to the Labour 
Party after a ballot in May 1908. Up until then 
the miners (apart from the Lancashire and Cheshire 
miners who had affiliated to the LRC in May 1903) 
had been the main industrial group affiliated to 
the TUC which did not support the Labour Party. In 
areas such as the east midlands Lib-Labism was 
especially strong amongst the miners, and in that 
area there were strong votes against affiliation to 
the Labour Party both in the unsuccessful  MFGB 
ballot of 1906 and the successful one of 1908.6 

Naturally the Liberals made the most of such 


trade union support. iim the Loughborough 
constituency which covered a large section of the 
North-West Leicestershire-South Derbyshire 


coalfield, one finds that in the 1906 general 
election the Liberals made much of John Burns’ 
Membership of the cabinet and of the miners' 
support. Thus at one big public meeting in 
Loughborough the main support speaker was 
W.E. Harvey, a leading figure in the Derbyshire 
Miners' Association and soon to enter Parliament 
himself with Liberal aid. Harvey informed the 
meeting that he was there to support Maurice Levy, 
an east London clothing manufacturer, ‘as the agent 
of a very large organisation for the reason that Mr 
Levy on the floor of the House of Commons had aided 
and assisted the Labour party in dealing with 
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Measures for the welfare of the workers’. The 
mention of Burns' name by the local Liberal Party 
President was received with cheers - and they were 


told ‘that an honour had been done to every worker 
im the “eountry by placitug him im the Cabinet, FE 
hoped that every worker would be able to appreciate 
that and would do his level best' to get Burns and 
the Liberal Government returned to power. 

After all but three longer serving miners' MPs 
had accepted the Labour whip in Parliament at the 
Start oF 1909, the bib=Lab Grade Union Grouper Mes 
faded away. However, there were to remain tensions 
between many of the trade unionists and the ILP 
wing of the Parliamentary Labour Party. Indeed, 
the accession of the miners strengthened those 
elements within the Parliamentary Labour Party 
which were almost indistinguishable from the 
Lib-Labs. In 1914 the Labour whip was withdrawn 
from two of the miners' MPs for repeated disregard 
ot the Labour Party constitution. 

At the outset of 1906 there had been a 
contested election for the chairmanship of the 
Parliamentary Labour group between Keir Hardie and 
David Shackleton, each representing a different 
wing of the party. Snowden wrote of this: 


The trade union members, knowing Mr Keir 
Hardie, had no objections themselves to his 
appointment to the leadership. But they felt 
that the selection of a purely trade union 
member was justified by the numerical strength 
of the trade unions in the party, and that 
such an appointment would prevent any 
suspicion among the trade union members that 
the Socialist section was using the movement 
for its own purposes.8 


Many trade unionists in the decade and a half 
betore the first world war were highly suspicious 
of socialists. In many unions there were factional 
struggles between the Lib-Labs and the socialists. 
Such strong divisions were particularly apparent in 
the Amalgamated Society of Railway Servants (ASRS), 
Where Lib-Lab supporters could rally behind the 
union's secretary and MP, Richard Bell. Before the 
1906 general election Bell had fallen out with his 
fellow Labour Representation Committee MPs and 
throughout the LDOG—1L GLO) Parliament he acted 
independently not only of the Labour Pacey lotic also 
ot his union's policy. 

ihe divisions oE Golman im that mion were 
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highlighted by the Osborne Judgment in 1909. 
Walter Osborne provides the most obvious example of 
a determinedly non-Labour Party trade unionist of 
the 1900-1914 period.2 His views deserve serious 
attention. George Alcock later recalled, 


For some years Osborne was at the same station 
as myself, and for some years a lodger in my 


house. Knowing the man, though I disagreed 
with his actions in this matter, I always 
defended him from imputations of having a 
warped character. I knew him to be a man of 


- . . upright character, and whilst regretting 
his opinions and actions defended his moral 
character. He was a lodger with me up to the 
time of his marriage. l 


By the early years of the twentieth century 
Osborne, a former member of the Social Democratic 


Federation, was holding strong views on trade 
unionism which were more in line with the thinking 
of Herbert Spencer than of Karl Marx. In a series 
of books, pamphlets and other writings Osborne 


propounded a view of trade unionism which followed 
on from that of George Howell, as expressed in his 
various books and in an essay in A Plea for Liberty 


(1891), a strongly individualist set of essays 
organised by leading figures of the Liberty and 
Property Defence league.1l Indeed, on several 


points, Osborne followed Howell's views and words 
very closely indeed. 

Osborne argued that the way foward for the 
unions was an accommodation with capital, to 
achieve high output, high wages and industrial 
peace. Thus in his Sane Trade Unionism he wrote: 


In view of the present fierce world- 
competition, Trade Union leaders bear an 
almost appalling responsibility. <: a The 
only road to real advancement lies through 
higher wages and greater purchasing power. 
The application of science and machinery has 
both increased and cheapened the output, and 
articles which were the luxuries of the rich a 
century back are now the everyday necessities 
of the poor. Good work adds to the wealth not 
merely of one class, but of the nation, and 
the duty of the Unions is to see that workmen 
get their full share of the fruits of their 
labour. 
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Just as national peace is necessary for 
national advancement, so is industrial peace 
essential for industrial progress. Every day 
lost by a strike is a loss to the nation. 


Osborne praised the old skilled unions, which 
he felt inculcated good moral values into their 
membership as well as good workmanship. HOr 
Osborne, trade unionism began to go wrong after the 
1889 London Dock strike. That strike he regarded 
with approval, not least because it ‘was carried 
through without any outbreak of violence, and tens 
of thousands of strikers marched through London 
streets as orderly as an army of soldiers, a thing 
which would have been impossible without Trade 


Union influence’. However, like Howell, he was 
vehemently opposed to the eight hour day movement. 
‘New unionism', he held, ‘had a deteriorating 


effect upon the character of the workmen who, 
instead of being taught the advantage of thrift and 
self-help, and reliance on their Unions for the 
regulation of their conditions of employment, were 
now advised to appeal to Parliament COR 
everything.'12 

For Osborne, and those Liberal trade unionists 
whose views were akin to his, the committing of the 
unions to socialism seemed likely to undermine 
their ability to carry out collective bargaining 
effectively. He wrote: 


When the Unions confined themselves to purely 
industrial affairs they could meet the 
employers on an equal footing; their bargain 
being Merely rori the rightiul division CF the 
profits as between the two partners - capital 
and labour. 


When the Unions openly proclaimed that it was 
no longer their policy to bargain as between 
employer and employed, but rather TO 
exterminate the former, who were recognised 
Only as the natural enemy of the worker, then 
an atmosphere was created which tended to make 
Phe true  fUnetiena of Trade Wain: on (GlaL36 sea euLie 
HE NOt impossible. 


Osborne went further, observing that ‘there can be 
no liberty apart from private property. Property 
and the means of existence in many hands guarantee 
independence and freedom, but when all means of 
existence is centred in one set of men, then the 


134 


Labour and the Trade Unions 


nation will touch the lowest depths of slavery’. 
Given such opinions it is clear why a man like 
Osborne should have been so strongly opposed to his 
union being able to enforce its political levy and 
to subscribe to the funds of the Labour Party. He 
felt, ‘It is contrary to all human justice that men 
should be compelled to join an association to 
promote political and religious views which they 
believe erroneous, and to oppose those principles 
Geely alin ieln@alie individual capacity they are 


supporting with time, money and effort'.13 He 
went on to set up a ‘Trade Union Political Freedom 
League', using his house for its headquarters, and 


by November 1910 he was supporting a Conservative 
in a parliamentary by-election. Attempts to gain 
Support for a non-socialist Labour Party, however, 
came to little. The British Labour Party of 1911, 
wnich aimed NES secure direct parliamentary 
representation, not in antagonism to capital, but 
as a joint partner with capital, demanding equal 
right and equal voice', was a failure.14 

Whilst Osborne, having failed to win his case 
within the union by speeches at its conference, 
resorted to using the law, ILP activists pursued 
their aims by taking over branch organisation 
vaD the umin. One socialist activist, 
J. Phipps of Ormskirk, wrote to Ramsay MacDonald in 
1912 telling him that MacDonald's cail to Labour to 
‘fight for independence’ had delighted ‘nearly all 
our ASRS socialist secretaries', and reported a 
good response from Preston, Barrow, Whitehaven, 
Workington, Maryport, Carlisle, Glasgow, Edinburgh, 
Newcastle, Leeds, Bradford, Wakefield, Doncaster, 
Sheffield, Manchester, Wigan and Chesterfield. 
Earlier Phipps had supplied more details, which 
give a rare view of a socialist pressure group's 
activities in a union in this period: 


The Socialist Branch Secretaries in the ASRS 
are organised for the purpose of ensuring, as 
far as possible, the election of known and 
tried socialists for all positions in our 
Society, and I, as Secretary of this socialist 
organisation often have to adopt a policy 
which does not cause me to be a favourite with 
Unity House (the ASRS headquarters). 


Unity House has been supporting for years a 


South Wales member named Charles who is a 
Bellite and an Anti-Socialist. 
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We have defeated him on every occasion, and 
now ~ in spite of the support of Unity House 
he is being again beaten by a young socialist 
named Brown of Hull, a Ruskin Hall student. 


Our man Brown beat Charles for the position of 
organiser by 132 votes. Unity House then 
allows certain South Wales branches to send in 
votes of nine numbers after the date for votes 
to be received, which caused our man Brown to 
be beaten. 


The case has been relegated to our annual 
meeting at Carlisle. Our men at Carlisle are 
going to make things warm for Unity House 
people. l1 am sorry that (J.H.) Thomas M.P. 
has become suspect in our Society, and not 
through idle rumour. 


We know for certain that Bell's influence is 
one of the guiding factors in our Society, 
through (J.E.) Williams (his successor as 
Secretary); also that Osborne obtained his 
information direct from Bell. Our men have 
little faith in our leaders, for though paid 


to lead, they have to be pushed by the rank 
and file. 


The young ILP element in our society is in 
favour of energetic methods, whereas Unity 
House wishes to lead a comfortable life, and 


we are eager to accelerate this Resolution by 
Evolution. 15 


If Osborne's objections to the trade union 
link with the Labour Party were essentially 
Liberal, there were also trade unionists who were 
members of the Unionist Party or who at least voted 
Ior aie The Unionists appear to have been keener 
to organise Conservative trade unionists than to 
get Tory working men elected to Parliament. In the 
debates on what was to be the Trade Union Act 
(1913), Labour MPs spoke of these attempts to set 
up Conservative trade unions. John Clynes informed 
the House of Commons that 'Conservative agents are 
known to be endeavouring to Organise and establish 
rival trade unions - constitutional trade unions, 
non-political trade unions, and all you have to do 
to be a non-political trade unionist is to be a 
Tory, and generally to associate yourself with the 
party of that name'. Such activity had become very 
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important in the eyes of some Unionists after the 
electoral disaster of 1906, and such efforts were 
usually focused on Lancashire. In denouncing the 
proposed trade union legislation in 1911 F.E. Smith 
had made much of the Weavers' Protection 
Association of Blackburn voting by 2009 to 466 
against legislation to reverse the Osborne 
Judgment., Clynes later could comment of Smith, 


He did not tell the House, probably he did not 
know, that this is really a Tory organisation 
established some twenty years ago for 
absolutely partisan reasons. ite is not 
representative of the textile workers or the 
weavers’ organisation, that class of work 
being represented by the ver much larger 
body, the Weavers' Amalgamation. 


However, with the rise of Labour, the 
Unionists made greater efforts to win working men 
to Conservative and Unionist bodies. The National 
Conservative Party had been set up in 1904, and, 
after the 1906 election, Blackburn was one of its 
centres in Peso res 1904 was also the year 
in which the Trade Union Tariff Reform Association 
had been organized to assist Chamberlain in his 
crusade. Winston Churchill appears to have felt, 
in late 1905, that these moves posed a challenge. 


A Liberal official noted, "Churchill is most 
anxious that the Liberal Party will capture the 
Trade Unions. He says that if they don't, 


Chamberlain, or someone else arising out of the 
wreek of The Unionist Party, most Certainly will’. 
Unionist efforts in this direction revived again 
after the Osborne Judgment. Leo Amery and some of 
the more fervent tariff reformers placed great 
emphasis on creating ‘a real Unionist Labour 
Party'.18 

Whilst there remained many Tory working men in 
trade unions, the attempts to create Conservative 
Labour unions, like the attempt to create a 
Unionist Labour Party, were unsuccessful. Tariff 
Reform succeeded in attracting glassmakers, who 
felt threatened by imports; but that was the only 
industrial group. In urging the reversal of the 
Osborne Judgment Ramsay MacDonald could taunt the 
Unionists with the observation that ‘This is no 
party measure, although it happens that up to now 
we, being most active in the Matter, have got the 
affiliations. There is no reason why, say, 
a glass-bottlemakers' society that thinks its 
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interest is wrapped up in Protection should not 
affiliate with the party opposite'.19 

Tory working men also disliked paying 
pelitieal levies te elo ethers parties. Before 
Osborne s action was first heard im the High Courts 
in July 1908, some Welsh miners took their union to 
the High “Court to test the legality at “pela tieal 
expenditure by trade unions. This action in 1907 
was unsuccessful.20 However, one very interest- 
ing feature of it has not attracted attention. 
That is that the Conservative miners were objecting 
to the political levy at the time when the South 
Walés Miners Federation was supporting the Liberal 
Paritsa 

When Osborne's action was first turned down in 
1908 Mr Justice Neville, influenced by the case 
concerning the South Wales miners, observed on the 
political levy: 


The trade unions, if they please, are at 
liberty just as much to affiliate themselves 
and to support the Socialist Party as they 
would be to affiliate to and SUPP Olt let Eey 
Pleased, either the Unionist PartyOn icine 
Liberal Party. Once given the right to spend 
their money to promote their interests in the 
House of Commons, I think the question of how 
they could do so is surely a question of 
Policy with whieh the court willl not Concern 
themselves. 


Osborne then found that the Miners' Federation was 
to affiliate to the Labour Party and this 
apparently ensured that he went to the Court of 
Appeal. 21l There, and at the appeal to the House 
of Lords, the Law Lords came down firmly against 
the. ASRS and in favour of Osborne. They were 
either against trade unions being entitled to levy 
money for political purposes or felt that eine 
commitment to the parliamentary Labour discipline 
was unconstitutional. 22 As Labour Party speakers 
repeatedly observed, labour representation was only 
deemed illegal when it was independent. Clynes 
observed in the House of Commons, ‘From 1871 down 
to 1908 the trade unions, without any interference 
and without any alleged illegality, have been quite 
free EO) spend their money by the votes of 
majorities for the purpose of sending their men 
here, Conservative working men and Socialist 
working men have been contributing towards the 
Support ot Liberal working men who have sat on 
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these benches’. As to Labour Party organisation 
threatening the constitution, the growth of party 
politics was well established well before the turn 
Oc che Cemiruiry. All three of the Law Lords who 
took exception on these grounds had been Liberal 
MPs in the past (though one had become a Liberal 
Unionist).23 Little wonder that Labour MPs asked 
whether there would be Objection it they still were 
Liberal MPs or, as Clynes asked, ‘. o . if there 
would be any objection if we could be induced to 
sit on the other side of the House, and if we could 
adopt the views of hon. and right hon. Members 
Opposite on Imperial, fiscal and other matters, and 
range ourselves generally on their side?'24 


The Osborne Judgment put both the Liberal and 
the Unionist Parties into a dilemma as to what 
extent they could resist trade union pressures to 
reverse it and yet ensure labour representation in 
Parliament. On the one hand resistance could help 
to separate the trade unions from the Labour Party; 
on the other too great intransigence could annoy 
those trade unionists who might vote for their own 
Panty. 

Liberal cabinet ministers were careful not to 
rush into committing themselves as to what they 
would do about the judgment. Thus Churchill, when 
questioned in his constituency during the January 
1910 election, replied: 


e . . he was not prepared without a great deal 
more consideration than he had given to the 
question to say that he would support a Bill 


to reverse the Osborne Judgment. It was a 
very strong order to say that ERE con- 
tributions of Conservative, Liberal and 


Socialist trade unionists were to be taken 
against their will to maintain a Parliamentary 
candidate with whom they did not agree. He 
was in favour of the payment of members as he 
thought it was better that members should 
represent constituencies than they should 
represent special interests. 


Rufus Isaacs in October, similarly, would go no 
further. 2° 

However the Liberal Ministers had to be wary 
of antagonising the Labour MPs. Since the 1906 
election there had been occasional talk amongst 
Liberals of the dangers of the Irish and Labour MPs 
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ganging up together. From 1910 this became more of 
a threat, especially the possibility of them 
combining to insist on a higher priority being 
given to Home Rule and action on the Osborne 
Judgment .2© 

In September 1910° the Unionists were also 
trying to decide what line to take on the Osborne 
Judgment. Balfour and Bonar Law consulted Austen 
Cnamberlain. Chamberlain informed Law of Balfour's 
view on the payment of members: ‘I gather that he 
dislikes it very much in itself but thinks it might 
possibly strengthen our hands in upholding the 
judgment if we offered payment of members as an 
alternative to its reversal’. This, Chamberlain 
observed, was the view of F.E. Smith as well as 
Law. He himself felt it was ‘infinitely preferable 
to the reversal of the Osborne Judgment’. 
Chamberlain then emphasised that Unionist tactics 
should be to ensure that the Liberal Cabinet did 
not reverse it.2 

Bonar Law, however, viewed with equanimity the 
prospects of the government trying to reverse the 
Judgment. "lt would, I think, split up their Party 
to some small extent; but what is more important, I 
think our view would be popular even with a very 
large number of trade unionists, providing we gave 
good reasons for the belief that we were not really 
opposed to any form of working class represen- 
tation.' His comments on the case for supporting 
payment of members are interesting as a leading 
Unionist politician's views on trade unions and 
politics at this time. He commented to Austen 
Chamberlain: 


There is undoubtedly a great deal of fear of 
the effect of the Osborne Judgment on the part 
ONE Unionist Members for the industrial 
centres. This was shown very clearly at the 
time of the debate last session, when at least 
a dozen of those Members came to me urging me 
not to say anything definitely hostile, for I 
think some of them have been foolish enough at 
the election actually to commit themselves to 
approving the reversal of the judgment. They 
fear a new Taff Vale agitation, but in this I 
am sure they are mistaken, for there is a 
great difference as the Labour leaders will 
find out between the legal decision, which 
takes money away which the Trade Unionists 
have already subscribed, and the decision 
which saves them from the necessity of 
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subscribing. 


On the other hand, the country has become 
accustomed to direct representation of working 
men in the House of Commons, and there is not, 
I think, any doubt that the working classes 
approve of it. The Osborne Judgment, however, 
destroys the means by which this represen- 

tation in the past has been secured. The 
Unionist Party is unanimous in the deter- 

mination to uphold the judgment; but that 
being so, we as a Party are faced with one or 
two alternatives: either we must be prepared 
to support some real alternative by which 
labour representation can be secured; or we 
must take up the attitude that we are for 
practical purposes opposed to it. The last 
alternative is impossible; and so far I have 
seen no other method is suggested which seems 
to me feasible, except payment of members. 


Now what is likely to be the real effect of 
payment of returning officers' expenses and a 
salary not exceeding at the outside £300 a 
year? Its first effect, in my belief, would 
be that members of Trade Unions would not see 
the fun of subscribing for political purposes, 
and that therefore the political influence of 
the Trades Unions would be destroyed. IL 
always seemed to me that the only sign of 
anything approaching statesmanship of any of 
the Socialist leaders was the way in which 
Keir Hardie collared the Trades Unions and 
made them serve his purpose. If payment of 
members did have the effect of killing the 
purely political influence of Trades Unions, 
that would simply be of incalculable advantage 
to our Party, and would also, I am sure, be of 
great advantage to Trade Unions in the long 
run. 


Balfour, himself, spoke publicly on the 
issues, denouncing ‘the enforced subscriptions and 
the tyrannical methods' of the unions and, indeed, 
of trade union representation in Parliament, as 
well as dismissing the idea of payment of MPs. 
Beatrice Webb felt he had been so negative on these 
points and the constitutional issues that she wrote 
in her diary, 'A.J.B. has done for the chances of a 
Tory Party at the next election, if this takes 
place in January . . . . Now is Asquith s chance: 
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Break up the (constitutional) Conference, and go to 
EHE country on House of Lords and Labour 
representation’. 29 

However, the Liberal leadership was also ina 
dilemma as to how to respond to the Osborne 
Judgment. Thus Asquith observed, characteris- 
tically, to Lewis Harcourt, 'The Osborne affair 
requires a good deal of careful thought’. After 
the cabinet had discussed it in mid-October, 
Asquith informed the King that ‘Some diversity of 
opinion geese in the course of the dis- 
cussion'.3 Part of this was between those who 
favoured almost complete reversal, such as Lord 
Loreburn, and those who favoured Hees of members 
only, such as Lord Carrington. 3 Part also was 
over the political implications for the Liberal 
Party. Samuel argued that if the Osborne decision 
was not reversed then new forms of working class 
organisation would emerge and ‘they would lack such 
steadying influences as many of the Trade Unions 
are now able to exercise on the labour movement. 
Existing for one purpose only, they would probably 
tend to emphasise their raison d'être, to increase 
the separation between Labour and Liberalism, and 
continually to become more socia lkhiisit iein In 
contrast, Sir William Robson (Attorney General 
until a few days before) expressed views not 
dissimilar from Osborne's and urged resistance to 
reversing the decision. He argued: 


No amount of compliance on our part now will 
affect the determination of the Labour Party 
to oppose Liberal candidates wherever they can 
find the money to do so. Sooner or later, 
therefore, the Liberal Party will be driven to 
more open and direct battle with the 
Socialists in the constituencies. Nothing can 
avoid this conflict. It is also uuntortunately 
too clear that the Socialists are in effective 
command of the Trade Union organization, and 
if they are at liberty to draw on that 
organization for funds they may do so up to 
£80,000 or £100,000 per EUNN o o a o 
The question is whether we should recognise 
the inevitable at once, or try to stave it off 
for yet a little longer until the socialist 
organisation, by our own assistance, have got 
command of this enormous war chest. 


in giving the labour Party battle mow we shall 
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have the following advantages: 


(1) We shall have a just and intelligible 
argument against their immediate demands. 


(2) We shall be defending the bulk of Trade 
Unionists from an impost which is obviously 
unpopular, although it is due to their own 
inert assent. 


(3) The rest of our programme, e.g. Free 
Trade and the House of Lords, appeals 
strongly to the artisan sympathy, and the 
working men will be indisposed to let their 
food be taxed in order that they may declare 
in favour of a compulsory levy they do not 
like.32 


Against this background it may well be 
reasonable to give greater emphasis to non-reversal 
of the Osborne Judgment as one attraction in Lloyd 
George's package of policies in his secret 
coalition talks with the Unionist leaders. Whilst 
Lloyd George drew up the proposals in August, the 
approaches to the leading Unionists took place at 
about the time the two party leaderships were 
agonising over their response to Labour's demands 
for the reversal of the judgment. 

Surely this was one of the matters that was in 
Lloyd George's mind when he wrote in his mem- 
orandum, 'Extreme partisans supporting the 
Government often drive it against its better judg- 
ment to attempting legislation on lines which are 
the least useful in dealing with a question 
o @ Do 6 Joint action would make it possible to 
settle these urgent questions without paying undue 
regard to the formulae and projects of rival 
faddists'. In his supplementary memorandum of 29 
October 1910 it featured, along with Welsh, Irish, 
temperance and educational matters: ‘Whilst the 
Osborne Judgment is not to be completely reversed, 
inasmuch as its effect at the present moment is 
rather obscure, a Declaratory Bill to be passed, 
making quite clear what political functions Trade 
Unions may exercise. Provision also to be made for 
Payment of Members of Parliament’. Certainly Lloyd 
George's talk of a deal including the Osborne 
Judgment was a major attraction to F.E. Smith. 
Smith eagerly informed Austen Chamberlain such a 
coalition government could impose a compromise on 
the Irish Nationalists and also could ‘absolutely 
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refuse reversal of the Osborne Judgment, which 
Asquith standing alone cannot'.34 Equally clear, 
Lloyd George was talking of a deal between ‘both 
great parties in the State’, excluding the Irish 
and the Labour Party.3° | 

The cabinet discussion of 13 October had come 
to an interim decision to look into reversing the 
Osborne Judgment, with the proviso that ‘it was 
recognised to be impolitic and impossible to 
legalise any power in the Trade Unions to impose a 
compulsory levy on their members for political 
purposes’. The Lord Chancellor and the Attorney 
General were asked to prepare further information, 
including the provision of ‘safeguards for the 
protection of minorities and dissentient members’. 
The cabinet made its decision after two discussions 


in mid-November (incidentally, after the secret 
coalition talks had collapsed). This decision, 
made ‘after an exhaustive debate', went much of the 


way to meet the Labour Party's wishes, but it did 
substantially help minorities who did not wish to 
Support the Labour Party. Asquith's report to the 
King summarises the key points which were to be 
incorporated in the Trade Union Act 1913: 


(1) Payment of members and of official 
expenses. 


(2) Restoration by legislation to the trade 
unions of the power (which they were 
understood, prior to the Osborne Judgment, to 
possess which many of them have exercised for 
the last 30 years) of providing a fund for 
Parliamentary and municipal expenditure and 
Bepresentation. Bute by way Of sareaquarde 


(a) The power not to be exercised until it 
has been effectively ascertained (by secret 
ballot, or some other appropriate mode of 
procedure) that it is the wish of the members 
of the union, and 


(4) In no case is a member to be compelled to 
contribute to the fund, or to suffer any 
disability from refusing contribution. 


(5) The fund to be kept separate from the 
general funds of the union. 


Whilst the 1913 Trade Union Act did not go as 
far in reversing the Osborne Judgment as the Labour 
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Party wanted, nevertheless it was fortunate for 
Labour that the Liberals did make it easier again 
for trade unions to finance parliamentary and local 
elections. Over a period of time the consequences 
of the Osborne Judgment would have been serious to 
the funds of the Labour Party, even if, as many 
Wisrorians have remarked, it did net bave a great 
impact on the two 1910 general elections. 

Many unions, such as the Amalgamated Society 
ot Engineers and the Typographical Association, 
kept up a political fund by voluntary subscription 
after injunctions were brought against them. In 
most unions the voluntary schemes raised 
substantially less funds. In some unions, such as 
the Yorkshire miners, the Osborne Judgment was also 
an important factor (along with a desire not to 
split opposition to the House of Lords) in bringing 
about a reduction in the number of candidates they 
sponsored for parliamentary elections. 37 

If a skilled union such as the United Society 
of Boilermakers is anything to go by, then the 
Osborne Judgment led to a dramatic drop in funds, 
as compared with what had been raised earlier and 
what was to be raised in 1918; and it also appears 
to have encouraged apathy for Labour politics. In 
the case of the boilermakers the parliamentary levy 
brought in some £863 in 1906 and about £745 in 1908 
(when trade was depressed). With the Osborne 
Judgment it dropped rapidly to just over £194 in 
Iolo ailiveste d3/ in Ii and fell to 27 in 1912. 
Far from the union being in 'the political vanguard 
of trade unionism' as its socialist secretary, John 
Hill, had hoped in 1910, the members voted in 1912 
tO ODE SGU GE political actione In his annual 
report for 1912 Hill, noting the members' votes 
first against financing candidates and then against 
continuing the affiliation to the Labour Party, 
wrote of the latter vote: 'The majority against was 
a small one, and no doubt the illegality of levies 
for political purposes was the deciding factor’. 
However, he could add, ‘since that vote, however, 
the law has been altered, and the question of our 
taking advantage of the new Act, which legalises 
our activities in public work, will be further 
considerea'.3 

It seems likely that apathy towards political 
action was growing among the boilermakers before 
the Osborne Judgment. Early in 1902 they had voted 
to affiliate to the LRC by 26,478 votes to 8,905. 
In the spring of 1904 they voted by 33,044 to 4,611 
to pay an additional penny levy (on top of three 
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pence already) EOT political representation. 
Whilst depressed trade is part of the explanation 
for the dip in the political levy after 1906, it is 
only part of the explanation. ola oL lac! mer 
hide his exasperation at his members' apathy in 
1910, which deprived ‘the union of its first 
sponsored MP. He wrote in his annual report: 


Early in the year a vacancy occurred in the 
Jarrow Division and Bro. John Barker was 
selected by the Labour Party to contest the 
seat. His name was submitted for the votes of 
all members. Out of our total membership of 
nearly 30,000 only 5,299 troubled thenmselres 
to record their votes, and 1,928 of that 
number voted against his candidature. The 
votes of our members who were eecuedlily 
residing in the Jarrow Division were even more 
unsatisfactory, as out of seven branches there 
were only 265 members voted, 137 in favour and 
128 against. In view of such a vote Bro. 
Barker wisely relinquished his candidature. 


After commenting on the small amount subscribed to 
his union's political fund that year, Aar 
caustically observed: 


Until our members are prepared to pay for 
their politics we must continue to go cap in 
hand to other politicians - Cabinet Ministers 
and Members ie Parliament, sent even by 
Labourers' Unions supported by the pennies of 
men whose average earnings all the year round 
are less than £l per week. Our 50,000 skilled 
artisans have paid much less than one penny 
each during 1910 for political purposes. 


After the passing of the 1913 Trade Union Act 
the boilermakers remained affiliated to the Labour 
Party, voting by 2,764 to 1,542 to re-establish a 
political fund. By Tols the politiecel levy vas 
back up to over £8007 in 1917 it brought in £1,533; 
inv LOIG it was juer short of £3,000 and che umionm 
baci nn toat election year am overall balance of 
Over £8,100. As a result it ran five candidates in 
the 1918 election, one of whom was successful.3? 
Such was the importance of the passing of the 1913 
Act in the case of that union. 

Whilst the boilermakers' union May not have 
been typical, it was not unique. Other unions' 
political funds dipped down after 1909 and other 
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societies were embarrassed at their inability to 
finance their members as candidates. Thus the 
Carpenters and Joiners' were unable to support 
their member in the Keighley by-election of 
November 1913 as its labour representation fund 
stood at a mere £46 and its affiliation fee to the 
Labour Party for 1913 was still outetanding. «© 

The Osborne Judgment also threatened the 
Labour Party at the local level. Ramsay MacDonald 
wrote in his diary in June 1910, 'The Osborne 
decision is . . . paralysing us especially in our 
local organisations, which are suffering from want 
of money'.4! This was a point also ee by 
many trade union leaders at the time. 2 Without 
further studies, it is hard to assess the local 
impact accurately. However, it is clear that 
trades councils in many areas lost the support of 
railwaymen's branches for some time. Also, in some 
areas at least, there was a rapid rise in trade 
union affiliations to the local labour 
representation committees after the 1913 Trade 
Union Act.43 If the Osborne Judgment affected 
funds for local politics, it does not appear to 
have diminished enthusiasm. Indeed this legal 
intervention, like the Taff Vale decision, 
encouraged trade unionists to support the Labour 
Party. 


Trade Union support was, of course, crucial 
for the Labour Party at the local level, in terms 
of finance and often in terms of organisation. 
Thus in Dundee local activists raised money for the 
local electors 'by sales of work and such efforts' 
but the money for the parliamentary elections came 
from the unions, and in particular the union that 
sponsored the local Labour MP. 44 

At the local level, just as at the national 
level, the history of the Labour Party in the years 
before the first world war is very much a history 
of a struggle between socialist trade unionists and 
Lib-Lab trade unionists to win working class 
support. In Sheffield it appears that the divide 
between the two groups followed industrial lines, 
with workers in the modern heavy industry being 
more likely to support socialists and with those in 
the old light crafts being more likely to support 
Liberal-Radical groups. It is also a history of 
local tensions, as well as the tensions of national 
level, between the ILP activists and the local 
trade unions. In industrial areas the trade union 
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delegations could often outvote the ILP activists. 
This is well illustrated by a plaintive letter 
Ramsay MacDonald received in February 1908 from the 
Secretary of the Oldham branch of the ILE y 
concerning a selection meeting between the ILP 
nominee, Smart, and ‘the card room workers ' 
candidate, Crinion. MacDonald was informed, 


Both candidates were asked to address a 
meeting of delegates. Smart turned up, 
Crinion was absent through illness. We know 
as a matter of fact that the textile delegates 
present had instructions in their pockets to 
vote for Crinion. This of course made our 
nomination abortive, and our work useless and 
foolish. The textile trade had a majority of 
votes. We strongly object to Crinion on two 
grounds. (1) His personal character is 
repugnant to us and (2) he is a strong anti- 

socialist. 


MacDonald naturally rebuffed firmly the local ILP's 
view of delegates and suggestion of selecting their 
Own candidate, observing that if they did so 
‘instead of helping yourselves and the Labour and 
Socialist Movement you would only damage it for 
another generation in your town'. 

However the ILP activists and the trade 
unionists did stay together in the Labour Party. 
Part of the explanation from the trade union side 
was the value the party could be to the unions. 
This is true of weaker unions as well as the 
stronger. Thus as their MP Ramsay MacDonald could 
help the boot and shoe workers and the hosiery 
workers of Leicester, both in industrial and in 
social matters. A downtrodden group such as 
shopworkers could benefit from broad local trade 
union and socialist support in winning public 
opinion to support improved working conditions. 
Those employed by municipal authorities could also 
hope for a better deal through the labour movement 
being involved in local politics. This could be 
true also of industrial disputes, as James Sexton 
emphasised in commenting on a Liverpool dock 
dispute in his annual report to his members: 


The value of direct labour representation on 
our City Council will also be recognised in 
the case of the flagrant prostitution of our 
civic authority during the dispute in the 
South End. Here it was proved, beyond the 
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shadow of a doubt, that local laws were 
deliberately set aside in the interests of 
employers. We, at the time, had no opportu- 
nity of putting our case to the public, being 
debarred from direct representation on the 
Council. 46 


Trade unionists also moved towards the Labour 
Party as the Liberal government became more 
involved in industrial disputes. Too often 
government intervention in strikes and lock-outs 
could appear to trade unionists to favour the 
employers.4/ The labour unrest of 1910-1914 was 
marked by a ferocity of feeling, especially among 
unskilled workers whose real wages, often not far 
from subsistence level, had been eroded in the 
preceding decade. The disputes in the docks, the 
Mines and elsewhere in 1911 and 1912 polarised 
local society. The New Statesman observed of the 
midland strikes amongst unskilled and often 
unorganised workers in the summer of 1913, ‘We 
Cannot recall a more remarkable instance of working 
class solidarity (as distinguished from mere trade 
solidarity), and the employers will be very unwise 
if they underrate its significance'.48 The 
strikes and the authorities' responses in places 
such as Tonypandy in 1910 were powerful recruiting 
agents for the labour movement. 

However, the industrial unrest of 1910-1914 
also fostered challenges to the links between the 
trade unions and Labour Party politics from the 
left. This was notably the case with the 
syndicalists and those close to them. At first 
there was a blurring of the issue by some as to 
whether parliamentary action, as a minor adjunct to 
industrial action, was acceptable in the short 
term. The authors of The Miners Next Step (1912) 
and even some writers in The Syndicalist in early 
1912 suggested that parliamentary action could 
accompany industrial action but that in due course 
Parliament would wither away. In The Miners' Next 
Step it was argued: 


Political action must go side by side with 
industrial action. Such measures as the Mines 
Bill, Workmen's Compensation Acts, proposals 
for nationalising the Mines etc. demand the 
presence in Parliament of men who directly 
represent, and are amenable to, the wishes and 
instructions of the workmen. While the eager- 
ness of Governments to become a bludgeoning 
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bully on behalf of the employers could be 
somewhat restrained by the presence of men who 
were prepared to act in a courageous fashion. 


It also suggested rules by which union sponsored 
MPs would become truly: accountable to the union 
membership. 42 

However, Tom Mann, Guy Bowman (editor of The 
Syndicalist) and others outrightly condemned 
parliamentary moves ('We are ourselves non= 
parliamentarians'). Tom Mann, who returned from 
Australia in 1910, could testify that ‘his hopes 
for working class success from political methods 
had suffered a rude and killing shock’ from his 
experiences of Labour in power in several 
Australian states. Before the TUC debated the 
merits of parliamentary action at its meeting in 
Newport in September 1912 The Syndicalist appealed 
to delegates, ‘There never was, and there never 
will be "independence" in parliamentary politics. 
Even with a separate Labour Party, compromise 
reigns supreme; there are conferences, committees, 
bargainings, and what not, with the political 
Parties of our employers . . . . Down with parlia- 
mentary politYcs that divide the workers, and Up 
with Direct Action that unites them'. 

The TUC reaffirmed its support for Labour 
politics, both nationally and loeeulilsy; lay ples, 000 
to 573,000 votes. After this, syndicalism did not 
fade away. Syndicalist thinking continued to 
Challenge the existing trade union orthodoxies, and 
it gained more adherents beyond the mines and 
transport, its early strongholds. However, 
syndicalism after 1912 did not have the unity and, 
perhaps, impact that it had when the government 
gratuitously publicised The Syndicalist and made 
martyrs of Tom Mann, Guy Bowman and others over the 
publication of 'The Open Letter to British 


Soldiers' in The SyndicGalisit in January 1912, 52 


By ora British cerade unions were firmly 
identified with the Labour Party. The 
Parliamentary Labour Party appeared even less 
effective and independent after 1910, when it was 
fearful of pushing the Liberals from power and 
precipitating another general elect iion. The 
People's Budget, the clash with the House CE Lords, 
the social reforms, the charisma of Lloyd George 
and Churchill all overshadowed the parliamentary 
Labour Party. W.S. Sanders of the Fabian Society 
Was mot alone in his thoughts when he wrote in 
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1912, ‘The Labour Party is getting more and more 
uninteresting. TE is undramatic and CLl 
MacDonald appears to be taken in by (Lloyd) George 
every time he sees him on business'. 

Yet in the trade unions support remained 
strong for the links with the Labour Party, and 
there was no fragmentation of the trade union 
movement on political lines. As The New Statesman 
commented of the 1913 Trade Union Act, it would 
‘involve a new campaign among the trade unions up 
and down the country in favour of Labour 
representation. This represents a task of no small 
Magnitude for the Labour Members and trade union 
leaders, but, by reawakening popular interest and 
Making trade union action in politics more real, 
may ultimately benefit the trade unions and the 
Labour Party'.°4 Whether or not the campaigns 
were very effective, the various trade union 
ballots very nearly all resulted in majorities in 
favour ie a political levy.>3 These votes 
ensured Labour's post first world war electoral 
finances, and in themselves reflect an element of 
the explanation for the rise of the Labour Party 
and the decline of the Liberal Party in the early 
twentieth century. 
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Baliots to establish Union Political Funds 1913 


Name 


Nat Assoc of Operative 
Plasterers 


Amalg Soc of Carpenters and 
Joiners 


Amaig Assoc of Operative Cotton 
Spinners etc 


ASLEF 
Friendly Soc of Ironfounders 
ASE 


Nat Union of Boot and Shoe 
Operatives 


Ship Constructors and Ship- 
wrights Assoc 


Amalg Soc of Gasworkers, Brick- 
makers and General Labourers 


Nat Union of Dock Labourers 
and Riverside Workers 


United Macnine Workers Assoc 
Amalg Musicians Union 
Nat Union of Clerks 


Amalg Assoc of Card and 
Blowing Room Operators 


British Steel Smelters etc 
Railway Clerks Assoc 


General Union of Assocs of 
Loom Overlookers 


Amalg Assoc of Beamers, 
Twisters etc 


Miners Federation of GB 
Amalg Weavers Assoc 


Operative Bleachers, Dyers etc 


TOTAL 


This list of individual unions includes only those of over 5,000 members. 
vol LEVITT, cols. 


source is dansard, 5th series, 


source. 


152 


Number of members 
Ge, Sa Dec 192:2 


7,918 


78,965 


23,500 
26, 500 
24,200 


143, 996 


41,440 


1,207,841 


613-4, 


Votes in 
favour 


1,183 


TS 


4,826 
7,839 
6,854 


2C, 586 


6,085 


7,446 


7,248 


4,078 
a Ss) 
1,661 


1,844 


2,293 
5,705 


15,496 


1,966 


1,409 
261,643 
98,158 


1,864 


298,702 


16 Feb. 


Votes 
agzinst 


657 


lye iG 


3, alge 
3,641 
2:576 


12,740 


2933 


5,487 


828 
194,800 
75,893 


964 


125,310 


1914. 


Votes 


1E 
266 


73 


Ka 


The 


See also 


Report of the Chief Registrar of Friendly Societies for the Year 1912 (London, 
HMSO, 1914). 


The discrepancy in the Gasworkers 
considerably outnumber the union's total membership is not explained in either 


figures where the votes cast 
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MMe“ elows IESKOG) Gloigne erence eli iIbelisfeibhe Ran E 
Pete Curran of the Gasworkers' Union moved 
a resolution on education which began, '. . . this 
conference condemns the Educational policy of the 
Government as laid down in the Act of 1902 
eee A similar response to Balfour's 
Education Act had occurred at the Trade Union 
Congresses of 1904 and 1905, echoin opposition 
declared in the very year of the act. Hence the 
Labour Party began with antagonism towards past 
Conservative legislation and believed that the new 
Liberal administration of 1906 would provide the 
necessary measures tO reverse LE Lio the same 
forthright manner they promised to use in dealing 
with trade union grievances arising out of the Taff 
Vale dispute of 1901.3 

The rising Labour Party knew it could not 
carry either of these measures by itself. Even 
after the 1906 election when it held a respectable 
29 seats and could usually count on the Support of 
a 2Urther 25 Lib- Labs, the party was in no Position 
to force the Liberal pace. Elements within the 
government, including the Prime Minister, felt some 
obligation to support Labour's Trade Disputes Bill 
in 1906, if only because of the backing apparently 
given to it by many Liberal candidates during the 
election campaign.4 On the other hand 
indifference could best describe the Liberal 
attitude towards the Education Bill drawn up by the 
TUC and introduced by Will Thorne in the same 
year. It may be that the issue of trade union 
funds was more simple. The Liberals knew that for 
the trade union movement it was vital to survival. 
The 1902 Education Act was a more complicated 
matter in that there was considerable room for 
disagreement as to how best to tackle the many 
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issues involved. The interests of the Liberal 
Party and the new Labour Party were not identical 
in the field of education. For the labour movement 


the school board era, which lasted from 1870 to 
1902, had been looked upon as a period of slow but 
steady improvement in the education provided for 
the majority of children; compulsory attendance in 
1880, free education in most elementary schools in 
1891, a gradual raising of the school leaving age 
from ten years in 1876 to twelve years in 1899 and 
the development of some kind of secondary education 
in the form of higher grade schools.” Moreover, 
the school boards were elected bodies for which 
working men and women could vote and stand as 
representatives. This had provided some members of 
the labour movement with their first opportunity to 
have a say in the running of the schools which were 
intended primarily for their children. The 
unsectarian school boards were paid for by the 
rates but they were directly responsible to elected 
representatives within the community. The 
religious schools which pre-dated them formed a 
separate but parallel system which was neither in 
receipt of rate aid nor directly accountable to the 
community. The 1902 Education Act abolished the 
school boards and provided rate aid to religious 
schools. It was the former measure which brought 
most protests from the labour movement; it was the 
latter action which provided the spur to much of 
the nonconformist objection within the Liberal 
Panty .° Because of the growing strength of 
organised labour there was little incentive for the 
Liberals to restore a situation in which increased 
numbers of labour representatives might gain 
influence at local level in the education system 
but they did feel a greater necessity to try to 
tackle the religious issue which had bedevilled the 
development of elementary education in England and 
Wales throughout the nineteenth century. This 
difference in interests may explain why the new 
Labour Party in Parliament had more success in the 
welfare aspects of education than in matters 
involving its political and financial control. 

The party did not develop a distinctive 
education policy of its own immediately. IRE 
directly imported the policy of the TUC and this is 
made clear by an examination of the detailed items 
listed in the resolutions adopted at their 
respective conferences. A summary shows the 
following common points: 
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Item Labour Party 1906’ Tuc 19058 
Education Education 
Resolution Resolution 
Condemnation 1902 , Introductory Introductory 
Education Act Paragraph Paragraph 
l free meal per day Clause 1 In separate 
resolution on 
physical 
deterioration 
All grades of education au 2 Clause 1 


free, state maintained 


Secondary & Technical education a 3 z 2 
with bursaries for all 

children who would benefit; 

16 years to university 


Capable students to go to i 4 “ 3 
university 
Continuous assessment to s 5 " 4 


replace exams 


Secular education j 6 z 5 
State schools controlled by a 7 £ 6 
directly elected representatives 

Each educational district to j 8 z 7 
establish teacher training 

colleges 

Education authorities to feed o 8a 


children without reference 
to Board of Guardians 


Cost of educational reforms g 9 5 8 
to be met by National 

Exchequer and restoration 

of misappropriated 

endowments 


TUC Parliamentary Committee 


to formulate these proposals od 9 
in a bill to be laid before 

Parliament 

No parliamentary candidate o NE vie) 


to be endorsed who does 
not accept/promote above 
educational policy 
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At Labour's conference in 1910 I.H. Gwynne of 
the Tin and Sheet Millmen moved, "That this 
Conference demands that efforts shall be made by 
the Labour Members in the House of Commons to 
secure an Educational Policy passed at the last TUC 
at Ipswich, and which includes a National System of 
Education under full popular control, free and 
secular from Primary School to the University'.? 
Will Thorne seconded and after a brief word of 
clarification from the chairman it was passed by 
650, 000 to 120,000 votes without further 
discussion. However, it needs to be pointed out 
that there were two other resolutions on education 
discussed that year at conference, one concerning 
secular education and another dealing with school 
meals and child welfare. 

There was nothing strange about the adoption 
of TUC education policy because often the same 
prominent trade unionists and Labour MPs were 
likely to attend both annual gatherings. Indeed it 
would have been stranger if their policies had not 
been similar. Neither is it surprising that whilst 
there was a general unanimity of views concerning 
education throughout the organised labour movement 
the few points of contention were raised by the 
same personalities at various conferences; secular 
education and the agreed minimum school leaving 
age. Tracing back Labour Party education policy to 
the much older TUC is only the first step back to 
the source of these ideas. At the TUC resolutions 
on education were brought forward by a few trade 
unionists, especially members of the Gasworkers 
Union, such as Will Thorne, Pete Curran and J.R. 
Clynes. They in turn often gained their ideas from 
the smaller socialist parties of the time, Thorne 
being a member of the SDF and the other two members 
of the ILP. This source of ideas partly explains 
why TUC views on education were radical in an 
Organisation heavily influenced by liberalism. Iie 
also explains the near consensus of views on 
education within the labour movement.19 

Three main strands can be detected in Labour 
Party education policy. There was the 
philosophical which considered the kind of 
education to be provided, and this could be seen in 
ideas concerning secular education, who should 
receive secondary education, and the role of 
technical education. Often these ideas were little 
more than responses to the system as it was. 
Secondly, there was the political view which 
demanded to know who was to have financial and 
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political control over the various sections of the 
education system. Finally, there was ERE 
sociological approach which sought to change the 
social circumstances of working class children so 
that they might be in a position to take advantage 
of the educational opportunities offered. All 
three were of course closely related. 

Widespread agreement among most sections of 
the labour movement on educational ideas was partly 
explained by the fact that many people were fully 
aware of their own limited formal education and the 
manner in which it had contributed to their 
restricted job opportunities. They were therefore 
determined that their own children and those of 
other working class people should have better 
chances so that in turn they might enjoy improved 
working and living conditions. This was because 
success in formal education was seen as one of the 
few ways in which working class children might gain 
social mobility. Hence free education financed by 
the state and maintenance grants received 
overwhelming support. So too did demands to return 
to the principle of educational organisation 
established by the previous school board system; 
namely that local education be controlled by 
elected representatives from the community. There 
was also a demand, based perhaps more upon feelings 
of injustice than hard evidence at the time, for, 
' 


: 0 0 the restoration of misappropriated 
educational endowments . . .' held by numerous 
private schools and the universities of Oxford and 
Cambridge.1tl Many of these endowments, it was 


believed, had originally been intended for the 
children of the poor and were now used almost 
exclusively to help pupils from families enjoying 
well above average incomes. 

Two other issues worth recording are those 
concerning the curriculum and assessment although 
they were rarely referred to under these titles. 
Organised workers had long recognised that skilled 
jobs received better pay and were less likely to 
suffer the unemployment frequently experienced by 
the unskilled. Attempts to cater for this problem 


were expressed in early demands, Si é 56 ielovele 
secondary and technological education be placed 
Witham the reach of every sehilid s s s = By 
WAL de Was “arqued that, “o o o here 15 MEEME 
need for a generous measure of educational reform 
in the direction of providing for liberal, as 


distinct from technical education, thus laying the 
basis of national life in a  democracy'.13 
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Education in the ‘duties of citizenship’ now seemed 
to be as important as the impartation of knowledge 
directly related to work. Workers were demanding 
to know how the social and political system worked 
with the expectation that they would be taking part 
in it sooner or later. There was also some 
evidence to suggest that it was now felt that the 
new secondary schools might provide greater 
opportunities for social mobility than increased 
information concerning technology; the latter might 
provide promotion to the rank of foreman but it 
also seemed to restrict any advance further; 
secondary education promised the chance of a secure 
white-collar job and sometimes the potential for 
promotion to the managerial side in industry or 
commerce. 

Assessment was also related to this theme. In 
1906 it was suggested that ‘. . . standards of 
capacity ta be judged by work previously 
accomplished and not by competitive examination', 
thie other words a system © continuous 
assessment. 14 Yet there was always a measure of 
ambiguity over Labour policy towards selective 
education. It was clear that working class 
children were often held back because of the 
financial circumstances of their parents, hence the 
call for maintenance grants and more scholarships. 
Such feelings of injustice were bluntly expressed 
by A. Hayday of the Gasworkers, '. . . if education 
through a university was good enough for _ the 
children of the idle rich it was not too goad Tor 
the children of the very poor wage earners'. 5 

At the same time there was a general 
acceptance that there should be some form of 
competition for secondary school places. Skilled 
workers in particular often held meritocratic views 
but wished selection to be based upon ability 
rather than social privilege. In the early years 
of the twentieth century elementary and secondary 
schools were not progressive stages of education 
ielpeomein wWiniela «uli Ginsilchesin passed iste Seieeiechec 
forms of schooling distinguished largely by the 
social origins of the children. Most children 
attended elementary schools, the majority of which 
had stopped charging fees in 1891, but secondary 
school fees of approximately one pound per term put 
such institutions well beyond the means of working 
class parents unless their child was one of the few 
to win a scholarship.1© In addition the schools 
differed in the curriculum taught with elementary 
schools restricted, as their very name implied, to 
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arithmetic, writing, English, some basic history, 
geography, with perhaps a little science and 
physical exercise which might take the form of 
military drill.17 By contrast secondary schools 
taught mathematics including geometry and algebra, 
the traditional three sciences and at least one 
foreign language. Intelligent working class 
children who stayed on at school after twelve years 
of age did so in the senior forms of elementary 


schools, denied access to a wider curriculum 
because it was illegal to teach such material at 
elementary schools.l From 1902 some scholarship 


places were offered at secondary schools but these 
were usually gained by children from either middle 
class or skilled artisan backgrounds. One 
requirement was that a successful child should stay 
at school until 16 years of age and it was almost 
impossible for poor parents to manage without the 
small income a youngster could bring to the family 
upon starting work. The prospect of a job 
inevitably put pressure on both parents and child 
to let the latter leave school at an early age, 

The Liberal government of 1906 was more 
responsive to pressure concerning privilege in 
education than the previous Conservative 
administration and in Heo OW, Reginald McKenna, 
President of the Board of Education, introduced the 
Regulations for Secondary Schools which provided 
additional money to those schools willing to offer 
at least twenty-five per cent of their places 
without fees to pupils from elementary schools. A 
qualifying test was to be passed to ascertain 
whether a child was capable of benefitting from 
secondary education. Labour's main efforts at that 
time were directed towards ensuring that as many 
free places as possible were offered and to gaining 
some form of maintenance grants which would allow 
poor children to take up a place if it was 
offered. The acknowledgement that not all children 
could receive secondary education was made explicit 
in the language of the resolution passed at 
Labour's conference in 1906. Secondary education, 
ie argued, should bea available s | see. all 
Children whose usefulness would be enhanced by such 
extended education'.1l The following year, 
however, Will Thorne's resolution broke with this 
general view and demanded 'That secondary and 
technical education be an essential part of every 
child's education, and secured by an extension of 
the scholarship system as will place a maintenance 
scholarship within the reach of every child, and 
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thus make it possible for every child to be a 
Full-time pupli uo © the wage oie 161.20 Whilst 
Thorne's resolution was readily agreed to at the 
time, when the party's Memorandum on Education was 
issued in 1914 it illustrated an acceptance of 
limited secondary educational provision in its very 
first sentence. ‘In view of the fact that the 
education of the mass of working class children 
to-day begins and ends at the elementary school 
- . .'’ and went on later to suggest, ‘At whatever 
age full-time attendance ceases, it will still be 
necessary to provide continued education for the 
vast majority who do not pass to a secondary 
school'.4l For most working class children it 
was therefore proposed that some form of part-time 
secondary education through continuation classes 
was the best that could be hoped for at this time. 
Two issues which did lead to some controversy 
by small minorities at Labour conferences were the 
raising of the school leaving age and secular 
education. In 1906 and 1907 a clause was passed 
suggesting, '. . . adequate provision be made for 
children to continue at school until the age of 
sixteen years, or until such age as the university 
course begins'.22 This raised no opposition but 
there was a certain ambiguity here because the 
stress seemed to be on financial provision to 
enable youngsters to stay on until sixteen or 
later. However in 1909 the call for maintenance 
grants and raising the school leaving age were 
separated into two distinct clauses and the latter 
now demanded 'The abolition of the half-time system 
and the raising of the School age to 16'.23 The 
half-time system by which children worked in a 
factory in the morning and attended school in the 
afternoon one week and reversed the process the 
following week had developed out of the factory 
acts passed early in the nineteenth century. In 
fact when the hours were added up over a fortnight 
it soon became apparent that twice as much time was 
spent in the factory as in the school room, sixty 
six and thirty hours respectively. This system had 
once been prevalent in agriculture and the textile 
industry but by the Edwardian period was virtually 
confined to the Lancashire textile trade. Trade 
union leaders opposed it but were conscious that it 
was supported by the majority of textile workers as 
well as the factory owners. Moreover, in 1909 a 
ballot taken among the textile workers, including 
the children, showed a large majority in favour of 
keeping the present minimum age for half-timers. 
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D.J. Shackleton MP pointed out his dilemma to the 
Labour's conference as he had done to the TUC: 


He agreed with Miss (Margaret) Macmillan that 
education should not finish at Sixteen. What 
was the position Sof the textile people? 
During the last summer a conference of textile 
workers was held to discuss the subject 
thoroughly, and that conference decided to 
give a lead to all the members. While they 
had been doing their best to educate their 
People up to this level a ballot had been 
taken which expressed the very opposite view. 
They, as leaders, believed in the raising of 
the age and were doing their best to bring 
about the change. But at the present they had 
met with a democratic vote which was about six 
to one the other way. He wanted the 
Conference to recognise that if they voted 
against the resolution it was not because they 
as leaders believed they were doing the right 
thing but because they were not prepared to 
vote against the wish of their people. 


There were two important issues here. One 
concerned the role of representatives and whether 
they should vote according to their own view of the 
matter.29 The other was the question of child 
labour which was strongly opposed by most sections 
of the labour movement. Bernard Shaw told the same 
conference that it should oppose the half-time 
System, '. . . tO enable Mr Shackleton to go back 
to his constituents and say that... Conference 
Nad backed him up | 3. a strong lead had to be 
Given) to §thesemspeap lems 2. The capitalist 
system had got them into a bad habit of selling 
their children te the capitalist’. 26 

Whilst most condemned the half-time system 
because it really was by now seen as an anachronism 
there was not complete agreement on the exact 
minimum age for children to leave school. It had 
been raised to twelve years in 1899. To ask for a 
further four years was considered unnecessary by 
some. 2 At the Labour conference of 1909 the 
abolition Of the half-time system and the raising 
of the school leaving age to 16 years were put to 
the Gelegates in Gne Clause and was carried by 
724,000 to 309,000 votes. This was to be the 
accepted school leaving age to aim for and when the 
Memorandum on Education was put before conference 
in 1914 the committee retained the idea but 
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recommended that it be carried out in stages, the 
first being to raise the age to sixteen years. By 
then another related proposal had been agreed; that 
young people should not be required to work more 
than thirty hours per week so, '. . . that Classes 
shall be provided during the day time, to enable 
students from the age of 16 to 18 years to learn 
thoroughly the theoretical and practical side of 
their work; and that employers shall be compelled 
to allow their employees the necessary time off to 
attend such classes . . .'.28 These classes were 
known as continuation schools and considerable 
discussion arose over the concept which was 
sometimes interpreted as a form of technical 
training and at other times as an opportunity for 
further education. H.H. Elvin of the Clerks' Union 
promoted the idea vigorously at the TUC and Labour 
conferences. He also supported a bill introduced 
by the Liberal MP, Chiozza Money, to set up such 
classes in 1908.22 He argued for them primarily 
as a substitute for evening classes in the belief 
that after a day's work most youngsters were too 
tired to study effectively. This was shown by the 
rapid drop-out rate each year from ‘night school' 
classes. 

The second aspect of education in dispute 
within the party concerned the demand for secular 
education. This, too, mirrored a similar 
disagreement at the TUC, with the opposition led 
again by James Sexton MP and leader of the 
Liverpool dockers. Rivalry between the British and 
Foreign School Society (Nonconformist) established 
in 1808 and the National Society (Anglican) formed 
in 1811 had plagued education throughout the 
nineteenth century. Since 1833 both had received 
government grants but by the 1860s it was obvious 
that there were insufficient places for the number 
of children who ought to be attending school. For 
a variety of reasons including the persistence of 
child labour, parental indifference, inclement 
weather and the need to care for younger siblings 
or parents who were ill, many children failed to 
attend school regularly. The demand for a national 
system of elementary education had been repeatedly 
blocked by Anglican interests in Parliament. 39 
The election of a Liberal government in 1868 and an 
effective campaign led by the National Education 
League finally enabled W.E. Forster, Vice-President 
of the Committee of the Privy Council on Education, 
to cariy chrogan he 1670 hducation Act” which 
broke the monopoly of religious control over 
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schools.3l Nowhere could the jibe that the 
Church of England was the Tory Party at prayer have 
seemed to be more relevant than in the field of 
education. Here the two became allies not only 
within the National Education Union which opposed 
the NEL but also in their joint opposition to the 


new school board system which emerged from 
Forster's Act and was supported in general by the 
Liberals, nonconformists and labour movement. 32 


Their opposition to the school boards continued 
throughout the remainder of the nineteenth century 
and they gradually gained the support of the fee 
paying secondary schools and the Roman Catholic 
Church before they finally witnessed the 
destruction of the school boards with the 1902 
Education Act brought in by the Conservative 
government. 

Forster's Act laid down that school districts 
should be established to ascertain the supply of 
school places and where they were deemed deficient 
the religious societies should have six months to 
make good the shortcomings. If they could not, the 
rate payers would elect a school board with powers 
to raise money from the rates to build and maintain 


schools. No religious conditions were to be 
attached to attendance at such schools and in the 
famous Cowper-Temple clause, an amendment 


introduced during the debate in Parliament, it was 
agreed that any religious teaching should be 
undenominational. The Anglicans had argued that 
there was already sufficient schooling provided but 
the school building programme which followed 
illustrated the fallacy of this suggestion, 
Between 1870 and 1895 school boards provided 
accommodation for 2,211,299 pupils and during the 
Period from 1870 to 1891 religious societies 
provided places for a further 1,475,000 pupils. 33 

‘TO a large extent the working classes were 
ind diferent “to che religions squabbles of the 
nineteenth century. Certainly those in towns had 
largely given Up the habit of church attendance 
long ago. Those who became leaders in the labour 
movement during the Edwardian era often looked back 
upon the Anglican Church as an organisation which 
had rarely supported trade unions and often denied 
working class children good educational oppor- 
tunities. This outlook was based upon their own 
school experiences and the manner in which the 
Anglicans had fought to undermine the school board 
System which trade unionists had seen as a 
substantial improvement on the voluntary system of 
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education which had preceded it. The Anglicans and 
Tories combined in the Church Party at school board 
election time and claimed that religious schools 
were cheaper for the town because they relied upon 
voluntary subscriptions whereas school boards were 
a charge upon the rates.34 This was true but the 
corollary was that church schools could not compete 
with the better equipped school boards which 
attracted the best teachers by paying higher 
salaries. Given the part that the Anglicans had 
played in trying to undermine the school boards it 
can be no surprise to find that whilst individual 
members of the labour movement were to be found as 
practising members of various religious’ faiths 
there was a general feeling that the only way to 
avoid the disputes was to keep denominational 
religion out of schools altogether. It was for 
this reason rather than any strong support for 
atheism that secular education had become a firm 
demand within the labour movement. 

In 1906 the Labour conference agreed that, 
‘All State supported schools to be secular’ but 
this clause was responsible for the longest 
argument on education and just as Shackleton argued 
with his textile workers in mind so James Sexton 
knew that the dockers of his Liverpool constituency 
with its strong Irish links and influential 
Catholic Church would not agree to secular 
education. He argued that: 


In the rank and file of the unions of the 
country there were men and women of different 
political and religious persuasion. They 
contributed their mite to the Parliamentary 
levy for purely Labour representation . . . if 
the levies of the men and women in the Trade 
Union movement were to be used for the purpose 
of what they considered the abolition of 
religious principles from the schools, they 
would not only withdraw their levy, but also 
withdraw their membership from the union. 


Sexton received i little support for his views. 
There were those who wanted secular education 
simply in order to avoid religious arguments 
arising in the party. J.H. Thomas claimed, ‘He 
knew of nothing that was more calculated to split 
the Labour forces than to depart from the known 
policy of secular education. They found today that 
their council chambers were turned into theological 
battlegrounds, and the best interests of the 
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children and of the community were being 
neglected! .36 Others thought the religious lobby 
was one of self interest. ‘They had had enough 
fighting over the children', W.B. Parker of 


Islington Trade Council told delegates, 'They heard 
parsons and ministers delivering sermons for God 
and the children, while it was nothing but for 
themselves and their own creed'.3 As POY 
Sexton's threat that members would leave the unions 
if secular education was introduced, Pete Curran 
drew loud applause when he declared, 'Well, if any 
people were prepared to secede because the movement 
pledged itself to the diverting of money wasted 


over religious scrambles, to higher forms of 
education, the sooner such people were out of the 
movement the better'.38 The complete education 


resolution including secular education was passed 
by 817,000 to 76,000 votes, nearly all the 
Opposition being accounted for by the religious 
dispute. The secular issue arose again at 
conference in 1907, 1909, 1910 and 1911. Ia ILS) 
W. Marshall proposed that the issue be put to a 
ballot of all party members but his suggestion was 
rejected, 99,000 to 810,000 votes. lig = LSI, eon 
resolution on secular education, "fell to the 
ground the representative of the organisation 
responsible for it not being present'.39 

From outside, meanwhile, the Catholic 
Federation tried to put pressure upon the Labour 
Party just as it had ùpon the Parliamentary 
Committee of the TUC.î A Galiceuleic om secular 
education from the trade union section of the 
Catholic Federation was sent to the Labour Party 
Executive n bo07 and the) follow img year the 
Executive rejected a request to receive a 
deputation from the Catholic trade unionists.41l 
The Federation lobbied the party conference 
annually from 1907 and in 1909 produced a lengthy 
open letter to delegates which restated the views 
frequently expressed by Sexton, playing up iin 
particular the fears of disunity which might arise 
from support for secular education. 42 Such 
special pleading made no more impact upon Labour 
Party delegates than Sexton had done earlier. Yet 
when the final Memorandum on Education was 
published in 1914 there was no mention of secular 
education. It might be that by then the religious 
groups were no longer seen as a possible threat to 
the development of the national education Sis temmors 


that arguments born in the nineteenth century no 
longer seemed relevant. 
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The areas discussed so far relate largely to 
Proposed Chaliges im the structure of the school 
system, emphasis upon what should be taught and who 
should control the schools. With the exception of 
McKenna's Free Place Regulations little progress 
had been achieved. The second major strand to the 
Labour Party's education programme was (elMENe 
concerning the social conditions which prevented 
children from gaining the most that the educational 
system had to offer. One item was the maintenance 
grants already mentioned. Another was the concern 
for ill-nourished and sick children who were too 
hungry to concentrate on lessons of frequently 
absent because of illness. There was little need 
to convince Labour Party delegates as to the 
reality of working class life in which problems of 
hunger and sickness were common enough, but 
convincing Parliament was another matter. Yet it 
was in the area of welfare related to children at 
school that the Labour Party had most success. 

The provision of meals for hungry children had 
a considerable history. ‘In February, 1864, the 
first of the relatively few stable school meals 
associations appeared in the Destitute Children's 
Dinner Society, which had as its chief object the 
feeding of children at a ragged school in 
Westminster. This society and others like it grew 
zapicily in Che years awt the end of the decade under 
the stimulus of the interest in education aroused 
by the Forster Education Act of 1870'.%3 The 
idea was rapidly taken up by the SDF in the 1880s 
amwe lacer loy cne MLUX AmE Fabians. 44 It soon 
became part of the TUC education programme and by 
1906 ‘one free meal a day' had become Labour Party 
policy. Outside the labour movement there was also 
some support among charitable societies for the 
feeding of poor children and attempts were made by 
the London School Board to coordinate a programme 
for feeding children but this met with little 
success. By 1901 an average of just over one meal 
per year for each child attending school within the 
board's jurisdiction was achieved. 4° 

The SDF, TUC and Labour Party advocated school 
meals for all children in order to avoid the stigma 
attached to charitable handouts. Not all agreed 
with this approach and Sexton expressed opinions 
that were echoed by Conservative MPs in Parliament 
over the matter: 


He would vigorously support any suggestion 
tnat they should) “teed needy children, whose 
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parents could not afford to do it themselves 
e e . but if they extended that they would 
include the children of parents who would take 
advantage of the legislation to evade their 
responsibilities. 46 


He was greeted with cries of ‘shame’ and was no 
more successful over this issue than he was over 
secular education. Yet the link between 
nourishment and health was obvious enough and two 
important reports emphasised it; the 1904 Report of 
the Committee on Physical Deterioration and the 
1905 Report on Medical Inspection and Feeding of 
School Children. The former revealed the existence 
of a section of the population, la o o whose 
children are E riy and insufficiently fed and 
inadequately housed'.47 Dr Eichholz pointed to 
three aspects of the food problem as he saw it; the 
lack of it, the irregularity of meals and the 
unsuitability of much of the food. Such reports 
provided independent information to support 
arguments put forward by labour representatives 
based upon their actual experience of hungry 
eHitdren im thew areas im whieh they lived and 
worked. 

There were attempts led by Labour and Liberal 
MPs with the support of a few Conservatives to 
provide SR ENE aa for school meals in 1905 but to 
Do ence No mention of the matter was made by 
Ee liberals ia trea 1906 election but at the 
beginning of the new session: 


> + + a lucky draw on the private members' 
ballot enabled William T. Wilson, Chairman of 
the Amalgamated Society of Carpenters and 
Joiners, and a newly elected Labour MP from 


Lancaster, to introduce within days @ his 
artiveal im london a BALL for the feeding of 
School children by the local education 


authorities. 4? 


It was given a second reading within a week but the 
enthusiasm of the Liberal administration for the 
measure can be indicated by the fact that it was 
INE, 9G 6 o PUShEC by the Government into a Select 
Commit tee "backwater 6. ee) 20a. finally emerged 
for a third reading nine months later but it was 
subjected to considerable Opposition, largely from 
Conservative MPs, which led Major Seely, Liberal MP 
for Liverpool, to observe, 'The Committee had seen 
a good deal this evening of the Opposition of the 
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over-fed Member to the underfed childa'.51 

Opposition to the measure was usually voiced 
on the principle of parental responsibility 
although a year earlier Keir Hardie had pointed to 
an element of hypocrisy here. ‘The provision of 
school meals for which the parents would pay when 
able would no more interfere with parental 
responsibility and family ties than did the 
provision for hon. Members' families at boarding 
schools'.°4 Frequently financial interests were 
closely related to arguments over principle and 
Sir Fred Banbury, Conservative MP for the City of 
London, appealed to both tradition and vested 
interest. 


The Bill would change the practice which had 
existed in this country for hundreds of years 


- . . the burden would be put upon the State 
or the rates o . . he was against the 
provision of any meal at all . . . no doubt 


there waS a certain amount of misery, although 
he himself did not think there was so much 
distress as was represented... .53 


When the bill finally emerged it had been 
considerably weakened. It no longer required but 
only permitted local education authorities to 
provide meals at their discretion. Voluntary 
efforts were to be encouraged, fees could be 
charged and as a last resort financial help given 
provided it did not exceed one shilling and 


twopence in the pound. Like so much permissive 
legislation it meant that provision depended upon 
the area in which a child lived. All sections of 


the labour movement gave enthusiastic support to 
the limited legislation and it was no coincidence 
that Bradford, an ILP stronghold which had 
benefited earlier from the pioneering work of 
Margaret Macmillan, soon led the way with a well 


organised system of school meals. Yet when Pike 
Pease, the member for Darlington, asked McKenna the 
following summer how many authorities were 


providing school meals he was informed that only 
areas which used money from the rates were obliged 
to inform the Board of Education and of these there 
were eleven.°4 

The provision of school meals was haphazard. 
Within a few years Dr Ralph Crowley's experiments 
at Bradford revealed a deficiency which had not 
been considered earlier; namely that in areas with 
school meal programmes the benefit gained by poor 
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children during the term was lost during the school 
holidays when there were no meals provided. It was 
shown that after a four week period in which poor 
children had gained on average llb 140z in weight, 
in the following week of school holiday they lost 
llb and it took them a‘further fortnight when back 
at school to recover that weight. Quoting from the 
details of the experiment in 1912, F.W. Jowett, 
labeur MP for Bradford, supported among others by 
Ramsay MacDonald, Chiozza Money and James Yoxall, 
sought to introduce an amendment of the 1906 Act to 
remedy this problem.°° At the end of March Prime 
Minister Asquith expressed sympathy for the bill 
but gave little hope of parliamentary time being 
made available, a response which was echoed in July 
by McKenna and again by the Prime Minister on 11 
November 1912. 

Frustrated by expressions of sympathy but no 
active government support Jowett protested a week 
later at: 


+ - « the Adjournment of the House at so early 
an hour, in view of the fact that there are 
Order Paper items of very great importance 
o a o cere is an oppertini.y not only to show 
Syipathy one eo Give substance s a o there 16 
an amount of poverty in this Gomery that 
without exaggeration, there are probably at 
least 120,000 children living in families 
where the income is so small as not co attord 
the members of those families as much as 3s 
per head per week for sustenance, clothing and 
all the necessary expenses of living ineinaing 
eM o o s v The Christmas holidays are 
coming on, when those children who are fed 
when the schoolls are in session will’ noe be 
provided for in any way whatever, except where 
the local authorities risk being 
surcharged.°26 


J.A. Pease, President of the Board of Educacion, 
could only repeat the sympathy of the government 
and suggested that if only the bulk ot 
Conservatives would drop their opposition the 
amendment could get through. Sir Fred Banbury told 
Jowett that bhe shoular, meen be content with the 
mischief he and his party have allie@eclhy done s o v 
on the opposite side of the House in the last two 
years . . . before they returned to the obscurity 
from which I am sorry they ever emerged'.97 Ie 
was pointed out to Banbury that although he had 
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backed a bill for the protection of dogs he opposed 
a bill to feed hungry children.28 Jowett's bill 
was lost but just before the outbreak of the war 
the Education (Provision of Meals) Act of 1914 was 
passed which gave power to the Board of Education 
to compel local authorities to feed necessitous 
children and also authorised feeding children 
during the holidays. It had taken the Labour Party 
fourteen years to wring the concession from 
Parliament. 

The complementary measure to school meals was 
medical inspection and treatment of children. This 
did not raise the same opposition as school meals 
although in the long term it was to be a more 
complex and expensive part of child welfare. One 
Major reason for this greater acceptance was 
concern expressed at the poor health of potential 
recruits at the time of the Boer War.°? Encour- 
aged by the recommendations of the IESE 
departmental Committee on Physical Deterioration, 
by 1905 some eighty-five local authorities appoin- 
ted school medical officers. Medical welfare was 
one part of the general education policy discussed 
at Labour's conference in 1907. "Scientific 
physical education with medical inspection and 
records of the physical development of all children 
attending State schools; and skilled medical 
attendance for any child requiring it',©0 This 
clause was so developed further over the years to 
include demands for school clinics, open air 
schools, and sanatoria that by 1910 the welfare 
aspects of education policy formed a detailed 
separate resolution. As with school meals, major 
stress was placed on the need to remove welfare 
from reliance upon charities and to have the 
government and ocam authorities take over 
financial responsibility for providing an efficient 
service. Medical inspection in schools was included 
in the Education (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act of 
1907, taltially children could be examined) bur mct 
treated. Tris dllegreal "situation “arose ~from a 
combination of factors; the belief that it might 
take away parental responsibility even though it 
was admitted that children of negligent parents 
would suffer, the suggestion that some doctors 
mighe object to the loss of potential fees and the 
knowledge that it would increase the cost OE Taie 
school medical service. Treatment remained 
permissive untill it was entorced an LOLS 

What had the Labour Party achieved in the 
sphere of education with its comparatively small 
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number of MPs in Parliament between 1906 and 1914? 
In terms of fundamental changes within the 
education system the answer has to be virtually 
nothing. If the Liberal government of 1906 with an 
Overall majority of 130 failed to get its own 
education bill through Parliament it was clear that 
the TUC Education Bill of 1906 introduced by Will 
Thorne had no chance of success. Attempts to 
reverse the 1902 Education Act might make progress 
in the elected House of Commons but the vested 
interests of the Anglicans and the Conservatives 
combined in the hereditary House of Lords ensured 
that each bill would be transformed into a 
pro-Anglican measure.©l The only way forward 
would have been for the Liberal government to 
tackle fete Site the House of Lords by reforn, 
abeltticm Or Ene creation OF enough Liberal peers 


to break the Conservative monopoly. Birrell 
complained about the treatment of his 1906 bill by 
the peers. ‘What is the good of winning great 


electoral victories when you find on going a few 
yards down the lobbies of the House all the foes 
you routed in the open field, installed, 
established and apparently unmovable, mutilating 
all your work and substituting something quite 
different'.62 The Liberals failed to distinguish 
then between being in office and berime im power. 
Labour was to inherit this problem and show just as 
much reluctance in tackling it. 

the weltame bills for Sehoolmneals ard medical 
help did not arouse the same measure of 
Opposition. Neither threatened Anglican interests 
and both were reduced in their effectiveness by 
amendments. The School Meals Act was the one real 
triumph in education of the Parliamentary Labour 
Party and whilst the Liberals were able to claim 
credit for it the government's lack of active 
Support does not warrant the claim. RE TOTA T 
education was finally spurred on by the first world 
war when it became so apparent that the manner in 
which wealth purchased social services in Edwardian 
Britain could no longer remain the major criteria 
when all citizens were being called upon to make 
Such terrible sacrifices. The 1918 Education Act 
was to be the Liberal answer to the problem but the 
limitations of this measure, especially when it had 
been amended, only goes to show how their ideas had 
been overtaken by events. It was not as radical as 
the Labour Party's Memorandum on Education 
published in 1914 which had in any case been 
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superseded by the Bradford Charter of 1916 which 
took Labour thinking on education a stage further. 
This Charter was adopted the Labour Party as 
education policy in 1917. 3 It revealed that 
whilst the Liberal Party still held to the values 
of the Edwardian era, Labour had come to adopt 
socialist ideas for the future in education. 
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Chapter Eight 


THE LABOUR PARTY AND STATE 'WELFARE' 


The attitudes of the Labour Party towards the 
various early forms of state welfare and its 
underlying motivations, have been a matter of some 
contention among historians. l This is hardly 
surprising since these issues, like much else, were 
highly contentious within the party itself. The 
party was neither ideologically nor sociologically 


umairceary beore TOA, Aw de eyer bas Deed, cael 
certainly no single view of the role of state 
welfare emerged in its first years. Rather the 


party was a forum for debate among groups and 
individuals of different and sometimes incompatible 
beliefs, which were themselves changing, in res- 
ponse, above all, to a changed political context - 
one in which Labour for the first time in history 
ad a slaniricant political volilce and plausible 
political prospects and in ‘which Liberal 
governments were reshaping the role of the state in 
unprecedented ways. 

This essay will attempt to survey this debate 
as it concerned welfare, chiefly through analysing 
the statements of principal spokesmen for the 
party. The debate necessarily ranged far beyond 
such technicalities as the desirability, or not, of 
school meals, pensions, national insurance et. al. 
Issues of this kind could not be dissociated from 
such central questions as the views of the Labour 
Party concerning the relationship of the state to 
the individual and to the economy, and of the 
labours Party  ttselresre the Selgeects or ‘welfare’ 
provision - the working class. Such matters had 
been discussed as abstractions in the labour 
movement for some decades before 1906, though with 


increasing concreteness as the ‘interventionist’ 
role of the state increased in, for example, such 
Matters as housing, education and industrial 
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relations from the 1870s; also as the participation 
of Labour representatives in local government and 
hence in social administration and policy making 
grew, especially from the early 1890s. They became 
of immediate importance when the Liberals after 
1906 proposed and implemented quite new kinds of 


measure. In response, the various groups within 
the Labour Party had to define their positions more 
clearly. What were these positions? And what was 


their relationship to radical liberalism which both 
contemporaries and historians have claimed to be 
indistinguishable from the views of Labour? 

Somewhat paradoxically, L.R.C. candidates at 
the time of the general election of 1906 were more 
committed to, and more united on, recommendations 
for social reform than were the Liberals. This 
would not have been difficult, because the Liberals 
were also acutely splintered over a range of views, 


from progressive ‘new liberalism' to the unre- 
constructed individualism of Harold Cox (MP for 
Preston). The Liberal leadership gave more 


prominence in the election campaign to retrenchment 
than to reform and was notably vague on specific 
reform proposals.3 Also the IR Gs was 
determined to achieve success in the election, and 
possessed a strong sense of the need to present the 
electorate with a corporate identity, distinct from 
that of radical liberalism. It was aware that, 
whatever its internal difference, it possessed an 
essential unity of interests distinct from those of 
the Liberal Party. Also it had some experience of 
the processes by which this separate identity could 
be established, drawn from a decade of Labour 
organization for local elections, and with fewer 
candidates to marshal it could exert somewhat 
greater control over its representatives than could 
its larger rival. Unlike the Liberals or 
Conservatives, but like the SoD- (wien) O cami = 
dates) and the 86 Irish Nationalists, it issued a 
collective programme, though candidates issued 
separate election addresses. The L.R.C. programme 
attacked the 1905 Unemployed Workmen Act, the 
maldistribution of wealth and income, regressive 
taxation, slums, and the failure to implement old 
age pensions. Eighty eight per cent of L.R.C. 
candidates proposed the reversal of the Taff Vale 
judgement (relevant to '‘welfare', as will be seen, 
in view of the associated threat to trade union 
funds from which friendly benefits were drawn, and 
of the centrally important connection between wages 
and welfare); 84 per cent Supported measures to 
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combat unemployment, 81 per cent old age pensions, 
79 per cent educational reform, 60 per cent housing 
reforms, 16 pen cent 'retrenchment'. These 
categories disguise wide differences of approach, 
but there is some, very broad, value in comparing 
them with the equally question-begging profile of 
the addresses of the 529 Liberal candidates in 
England, Scotland and Wales. Eighty six per cent 
of these, not surprisingly, were pledged to amend 
the Education Act, 69 per cent to pensions and poor 
law reform, 59 per cent to trade union law reform, 
41 per cent to housing legislation, 41 per cent to 
unemployment legislation, 54 per cent to 
‘retrenchment’. 

The relatively low level of Liberal commit- 
ment to new approaches to social reform helps to 
explain - together with the shadow of the Tory 
Lords and the considerable problem of shortage of 
government revenue in a low direct taxation, free 
trade, economy - the inaction of the Liberal 
government on ‘welfare’ matters at the outset. The 
social issue on which it was most committed, 
amendment of the 1902 Education Act in the 
non-conformist interest, was stifled by the Lords. 
Liberals, however, had two debts to pay to Labour 
in return for the mutually advantageous electoral 
pact: reversal of Taff Vale and reform of the 
Workmens' Compensation Act. Both had priority in 
the programme of the Labour leadership because they 
were urgent demands of the leading trade unions and 
they meca im eüras to | pay heir sies c thc 
institutions whose affiliation and cash had made 
Labour's political success possible. 

For most trade unionists the capacity to 
strike or to threaten to do so was a more important 
guarantor of 'welfare' for themselves and their 
families than social measures from the state. 
There can be no serious doubt that most trade 
unionists would have preferred adequate wages and 
Ew, employment, advanced through voluntary 
organization, with the resulting sense of 
independence and equality with other classes, as 
the means to acquire and dispose of his (rarely 
her) income for the security of himself and his 


family, to dependence upon publicly funded 
benefits. These were seen as undesirable for the 
sense of dependence which they created; and, often, 
also, as employer-inspired alternatives to high 


wages, full employment and further development of 
an independent assertive working class movement. 
To what extent, and for whom, Labour activists 
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thought this ideal realizable is, as we shall see, 
a different matter, but the AONE to free 
collective bargaining was - entirely understandably 
- seen as the basis for true working class welfare, 
as their representatives perceived it. 

This view was shared by prominent members of 
the Labour Party. J.R. MacDonald asserted at the 
second reading of the National Insurance Bill: ‘If 
the employer pays proper wages, or, in other words, 
if the workers' share of the national income is 
adequate, then we do not want charity and we do not 
want assistance at all . . . the prime considera- 
tion of everybody who is concerned in raising the 
status of the working classes is the amount of 
wages the working class get. You cannot get out of 


that. We do not want charity and we do not want 
doles and we do not want grants-in-aid and we do 
DoE tane relriek o a o9 As is wall known, the 
Trade Disputes Act 1906 guaranteed considerable 
trade union rights. As it was debated in the 
Commons, Labour members successfully resisted 


repeated proposals, backed by employer organiza- 
tions, for the divorce of union strike and benefit 
funds. To this, unions were passionately opposed. 
A high proportion of their funds came from 
contributions for ‘friendly benefits' and the 
existence of such benefits was a major motive for 
members to remain in a union in periods of 
industrial peace, especially in Unions ior shied 


workers which offered extensive benefits.” 

Equally important, unions refused to make the 
distinction between provision of benefits and 
industrial bargaining strategies which their 
opponents sought. Benefits included not only 
Sickness and - more rarely - superannuation pay, 
but, for example, unemployment benefit for men 


refusing to work at below the trade union rate, or 
made jobless as a result of a dispute in an 
adjacent trade - a desirable reciprocal action 
between unions. Not only were wages believed to be 
preferable to welfare from any source, even the 
union, but union welfare was perceived as an 
indispensable joo of the strategy for attaining 
higher wages. The separation of strike fund 
from 'friendly' fund was incompatible with this 
tradition. In 1906 trade unionists successfully 
repelled the assault, but it was, as we shall see, 
to recur in the context of discussion of state 
welfare. The reform of the Workmens' Compensation 
Act of 1897 was of less urgent significance to the 
unions and to the Labour Party, but it had been a 
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constant course of union discontent as anomalies 
and gaps in the legislation became plain. The 1897 
Act gave a right to compensation in industrial 
accidents, but only where the worker could prove 
that the accident was not due to his own negligence 
(an inexhaustible source of litigation costly to 


the union,, in both funds and time, since they 
alone could or would finance such cases on behalf 
of workers). The measure applied only to a 


restricted range of industries and to a restricted 
list of recognized hazards, which excluded the mass 
of industrial diseases. It also, of course, 
effectively excluded workers unable to obtain trade 
union support (i.e. most of them when there were 
only a little over two million trade union members 
in 1911.2) 

The 1906 Workmens' Compensation Act increased 
the number of workers theoretically covered by six 
million, broadened the range of recognized hazards 
and eased the mechanism for further extending those 
listed. Labour amendments expanded a still more 
limited initial last dil » achieving payment of 
compensation from the day on which the accident 
occurred in cases of serious accident or death, 
fighting off a proposed seven-day gap designed to 
deter the 'malingerer', though failing to prevent 
this in respect of less serious cases; similarly 
they defeated an attempt to disqualify from 
compensation men seriously injured due to what was 
claimed to be own misconduct, on the grounds that 
Misconduct was notoriously difficult to define and 
that serious injury restricted a workers’ earning 
power, whatever the cause. Keir Hardie persuaded 
Parliament to allow illegitimate children to 
quality as dependants for receipt of compensation 
in cases of death at work. /¥ Generally, Labour 
was satisfied with the Act, which by reason of its 
wider and more clearly defined coverage, sub- 
stantially reduced the number of cases requiring 
litigation, though the party critized the exclusion 
ort many casuals and outworkers, as well as of 
certain causes of accident and sickness, issues 
which continued to be raised at trade union and 
Labour Party conferences thereafter. Workmen's 
Compensation was, again, an issue which the labour 
movement had long accepted lay within the desirable 
confines of government action, since the state 
alone was capable of forcing necessary concession 
from employers, and long-term compensation for the 
injured would have laid a heavy burden upon union 
funds. These and other debates, however, also 
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revealed a great deal about how Labour members 
regarded their constituency and about their 
attitudes to the House of Commons itself. 

Historians have, on the whole, understated the 
drama of the entry into the House of this first 


band of working class. representatives, for the 
first time a group large, and confident, enough to 
make an independent impact. More conscious at 


least at first of what united than of what divided 
them and of how they differed from the mass of 
landowners, professional and businessmen around 
them, the Labour MPs themselves did not 
underestimate the element of theatre in the events 
in which they were involved. Their speeches read, 
throughout the ‘welfare’ debates of 1906-14, and no 


doubt in other debates too, aS painstaking, 
conscious, attempts to describe the reality of the 
experience of the "working classes" (the terms 


almost invariably used except within the phrase 
“working class movement") to their fellow Members, 
otten across a gulf of evident incomprehension. 
Unlike many Labour MPs of later generations 
they had all been born in or close to the working 
class and most had considerable experience of work, 
trade unionism and working class life. When the 
opportunity could: be created they described to the 
House conditions GE work, OE home, On the 
elementary schools which their children had 
attended as those of Liberals and Tory Members did 
NORS EON example, the 'nasty class feeling ' 
experienced by the daughter of Lib-Lab Member Fred 
Maddison when she attended a fee-paying secondary 
scncolk They spoke, out of direct experience, 
for, partially to, and in defence of, the mass of 
respectable workers of all grades, speaking without 
the different, more distant and patronizing tones 
audible in the words even of progressive Liberal or 


Tory MPs. They were defending a sense of the 
absolute equality of working people with all 
others, which had long historical roots, in 
language which also, on occasion, had a much older 
resonance. J.R. MacDonald wrote in the Labour 


Leader in 1907: 


Our task is to devise a system of reforms 
which will advance our general scheme of 


ISS COM siteia ll @hes@ray which will free us of 
parasites and which will smooth the way for 
economic liberty. It means that we must 


improve the machinery of democratic government 
so that the representing authorities shall be 
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in such close touch with the people that they 
will be bowi t© de sthe peoples’ will . . . 
uie ë grawe) SI ë or Em s@elmilise is EO 
establish a co-operative commonwealth and in 
order to do that we must place in the hands of 
the community all the instruments used in the 
creation of wealth.l2 


They were sentiments which were entirely compatible 
in Britain with non-revolutionary politics and 
belief in gradual, constitutional reform. 

Labour Members were, of course, consciously or 
DOE presenting an image OÈ their party 
simultaneously to the House, and to their voters, 
and non-voters, outside it. The responses of these 
audiences further influenced and refined Members' 
perceptions, policies and strategies. This image 
was, with extremely rare deviations, not that 
tamiliar from certain text-books of a party 
speaking only or primarily for a skilled trade 
union elite, sharing a conventional contempt for 
their inferiors, even in the case of such prominent 
members of elite unions as George Barnes of the 
A.S.k 13 Rather it was close to the real world 
of labour in the early nineteen hundreds, in which 
the strict division between skilled and semi- 
skilled or unskilled workers, and the equation of 
each with trade union membership or lack of it or 
with a predictable package of political attitudes 
and social experiences, was less clear than it has 
seemed to more recent commentators. In the 
workmens' compensation debates for example, Barnes, 
Stephen Walsh of the miners' federation and 
J.R. Clynes spoke up for the need to provide for 
the non-unionized, ‘whose wages were miserably 
small and to whom a week on the sick list would be 
a serious thing'.14 Far from sharing the almost 
obsessive fear of members of other parties - 
apparent in all of these debates - of the 
"malingerer", at the bottom of society they 
persistently and unanimously denied that working 
people had any greater tendency to malinger than 
Members of other classes. Though, as Barnes put 
it, ‘workmen were only human beings and sometimes 
they tried to get a day's holiday’, they did so, it 
was argued, remarkably rarely.15 As Barnes 
pointed out on another occasion, ‘what right had 
they to say that a man had refused to work or had 
retrained from working? . . . there were many men 
walking about not out of work and some of them 
demoralized by want of work, and this (Old Age 


199 


The Labour Party and State 'Welfare' 


Pensions) Bill proposed that now, having been got 
down as a result of this demoralization through 
want of work, they should turn around and kick them 
because they were doun .16 W. Brace, Labour 
member for Glamorgan South, commented in the Right 
to Work debate of 1907-that ‘in his own division 
there were out of employment hundreds of men with 
high moral characters, highly skilled, with 
respectable wives and families . . . the Bill would 
help them through bad times, avoiding 
demoralazatiam:.. 7 Ove, more predictably, 
Lansbury in the debate on unemployment insurance 
said that ‘A sort of uneasy feeling occasionally 
goes through this place that there are people who 
really will not work, and that in the main they 
live among the casual labourers. I have lived most 
of my life amongst these men and they are as 
industrious a class as any in the whole community. 
Many of them are men who have walked mile after 
mile for the purpose of getting work';l8 ana 
later: “1 am boùndiitolsay irom my knowledge vor ethe 
middle and upper classes that they are adept at the 
game of malingering . . . when they are a little 
run down the doctor orders a holiday . . . workin 
men go back to work earlier than they should';1 
or A.H. Gill in the same debate: 'If a farmer gets 
money dishonestly by ađulterating milk, you do not 
blame all farmers . . . working men are the only 
people who are blamed because a minority of their 
number do wrong'. 2 

To Labour MPs the ‘residuum’ (a word used only 
once in these debates, by Ramsay MacDonald) was 
small and largely attributable to conditions of 
existence which should be eradicated rather than 
pilloried or excluded from public support. 21 The 
great mass of the working class, whatever their 
occupation or level of skill, were described as 
aspiring to respectability and hard work and 
prevented from doing so only by circumstances 
beyond their own control. Labour members presented 
themselves as speaking sympathetically for the 
whole ot the working classes; often pleading, 
indeed, more urgently for state Support for the low 
paid female and male casual worker outside any 
union and outside their own constituency, since 
women had no vote and poorer male workers were 
least likely to be on any voting register than for 
trade Uniemists and! voters, Tm loll. 20-5 per cent 
of the adult male population of Whitechapel were 
registered voters, compared with 75.3 Der (SIE Shim 
Birmingham. 22 Barnes, again, not generally 
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acknowledged as one of the more radical Labour 
Members, commented in the pensions debates: ‘it was 
One of the saddest features, perhaps, of our 
Present industrial and social system that the 
heaviest of life's burdens fell upon the weakest 
among them and in that category, of course, must be 
placed the women folk. Their wages were smaller 
and they therefore had less chance of making any 
provision for their old age compared with men and 
they were more entitled to more consideration and 


help'.23 
Such pleas were not at all inconsistent with 
the defence of trade union independence; the 


argument ran, rather, that unionists by reason of 
their Organization could achieve a degree of 
economic and social independence; it was the others 
who needed support from the state, in the absence 
of anything else. Jowett pointed out in the 
National Insurance debates: 'the trade unions do 
not merely care for their own members, they care 
also for and fight the battles of, other workers 
who are not members of their unions'.24 Later in 
the same debate, Charles Duncan, an ex-shipyard 
worker, MP for Barrow-in-Furness, told the House: 
"1 am a skilled worker and I would be prepared to 
say, so far as the skilled worker is concerned, 
keep him out of it and let him stand his corner; 
but there are hundreds of thousands of (labourers) 
who cannot afford to be in any union at all'. 
trade unionists were also intensely conscious of 
the apparent threat to their own position from the 
low paid and desperate, the ‘industrial reserve 
army'; anything which made the lives of this 
reserve more secure was equally to their own 
advantage - not to mention the fact that the 
reserve might include their wives and children or, 
one day, with ill-luck, themselves. 

Hence LE 1S Gliieienewmilie to interpret the 
language of Edwardian Labour politics as the clear 
expression either of sectionalism or of class 
unity. It expressed an intense awareness of the 
extent to which the experiences of individuals and 
members of different occupations within the working 
classes differed. But the often passionate, 
reiterated defence of the exploited and low paid 
from Barnes or MacDonald and many more cannot be 
described as a mere expression of the interests of 
a working class elite. Labour spoke for a mass of 
people whose interests it knew to be varied and 
often conflicting. 

These themes sewn through all of the 
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Parliamentary debates, from the election of 1906 to 
the outbreak of war. Labour's third success of 
1906 was to get through both Houses (interestingly, 
the House of Lords let through all legislation of 
Particular interest to Labour, coming near to 
rejecting only the Old Age Pensions Bill 1908, with 
which Asquith particularly associated himself) a 
bill introduced by one of their members, 
W.T. Wilson, and designed to enable local education 
committees to provide free or subsidized school 
meals. ‘This was a revision of an inadequate scheme 
introduced by the Tories in 1905 which provided 
free Meals foremecd children only througm the npor 
law. Take-up had been low. According iO) cola 
Burns Aa July 1006 emily LSL chivldren im england 
and Wales had benefitted, 121 of them in Bradford 
where the poor law was controlled by a Labour and 
progressive Liberal alliance; the remainder was 
spread over only five unions.2© School meals had 
long been an objective of socialist and women's 
Labour groups. Some trade unionists were inclined 
to regard them with suspicion, as substitutes for 
Payment of higher wages, but they argued “with 
little conviction. By 1906 the bill had almost 
unanimous support among Labour and the other major 
parties and passed easily through the Commons. The 
chief opposition came from those fearful for the 
fate of the family and iE Gye individual 
responsibility, notably Harold Cox. Keir Hardie 
passionately replied that he 


‘did not think that the honourable gentlemen 
who had spoken so often that afternoon knew 
what it meant to them to sit there and listen 
to their wives being described as slatterns 
and themselves as spendthrifts. Their 
feelings were those of the toad under the 
harrow . . . the insinuation that under this 
Bill there would be an indiscriminate feeding 
of children of drunken and thriftless parents 
was to caricature the Bill and EOrallily ie 
misrepresent the ideas of those who supported 
iets hey had heard a great deal about home 
life. What proposals had honourable members 
to make who wanted to brighten home life? 
Would they support a Bill for a minimum wage? 
That would be socialism'. 


the very self-respect of very poor Parents and care 
not tO pauperize themselves and their children, he 
argued, had made them unwilling to apply for poor 
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relief under the previous measure.. 

Similar issues arose with the next major piece 
of social legislation of the Campbell-Bannerman 
government, the Children AGE, 1908, This 
Consolidating act, imieciewel soy the Home Office, 
aimed to ensure child protection by establishing a 
separate judicial and penal system for young 
delinquents, plus a system of protection against 
child abuse and of punishment of adult offenders 
against children. Labour members contributed 
little to the debate on an uncontroversial bill. 
The normal practice was to avoid uncontroversial 
debates where Labour had no distinctive interest, 
in order to conserve the energies of their small 
number of heavily worked members. They intervened 
Only, again, to defend the working class family. 
The Labour spokesman, Tom Summerbell, agreed with 
the need to punish ‘neglectful’ parents, but 
insisted that they were few and that it was 
essential not to confuse wilful neglect with 
behaviour unavoidably the result of deprivation, 
such as that of the widow forced by necessity to 
work whatever her domestic responsibilities: allots 
they were to rescue the children for the future 
service of the state, the House must go a step 
further and recognize the necessity of putting 
within the reach of every parent the economic 
opportunity of looking after his or her children. 
In the larger towns men who would do better if they 
had the opportunity were compelled to live amid 
miserable surroundings and the children had nothing 
but the pawnshops and public house as their 
constant companions and the gutter as their play- 
ground. These men should have an economic 
opportunity of doing the best for their children 
which at present they had not'. 28 

Labour members played a larger part in the 
more extensive debates on the Old Age Pensions Bill 
of the same year. Non-contributory pensions of ten 
shillings a week for all at age sixty five had 
regularly been the objective of Labour pressure 
groups since the 1890s and had been supported by 
L.R.C. conferences and by the TUC since the 1890s. 
Since the general election Labour members had, 
through deputations and parliamentary questions, 
pressed the issue upon the Liberal leaders as had 
Many Liberals. It was expected to be a popular 
measure.2? Labour members were divided between 
those who thought it 'a good beginning’ made 
in good faith by the government, and those who 
regarded it as 'eynical, vote-catching carrot- 
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dangling'. Most accepted any such scheme as second 
best: as Barnes put it: ‘if a man had work and 
regular and higher wages he would be able to make 
some provision which he was not now able to make 
for old age and would by his own personal effort 
remove a good many of those questions with which 
they had to deal'. He recognised however that many 
of the existing aged and ageing, most of whom were 
female, had had no opportunity to be effectively 
self-helping, due to lifetimes of irregular work 
and low pay. Eor these only the state  eowll 
provide, and indeed should for those who worked for 
its benefit throughout their lives with so little 


reward, 30 Labour members, however, persistently 
criticized the many respects in which the measure 
fell short of the party's proposals. dial tine 


interests of cheapness and at the Treasury's 
insistence, pensions were to be payable only at age 
seventy, restricted to those with incomes of under 
ten shillings per week who did not receive poor 
relief after the Act came into operation and 
subject to a variety of character tests designed to 
disqualify the workshy, thriftless, drunken or 


criminal, t Labour amendments converted the 
means limit to a marginally more generous sliding 
scale, removed the proposed reduced pension for 


couples and added a time limit on the poor law 
disqualification, which was to be reviewed after 
two years (it was abolished in 1911). Again, while 
agreeing with the exclusion of criminals and 
drunkards (though John Hodge protested against the 
double punishment), a succession of Labour members 
defended poor people against the accusations of 
mass malingering which again ran through much of 


EHe debate.32 They also attacked the 
'inquisition' which the character clauses would 
entail = another persistent theme of the 


parliamentary debates and of extra-parliamentary 
Labour discussion. Hodge explained that 


trace unionists had unique knowledge of how 
much working men and their families resented 
(IVINS OGEEI@VAIS o 5 o s Those who took an 
interest in slum work must realize how 
CULELCHIT ie was tO Get at che cruca as con the 
conditions under which people lived in the 
poor districts. They were always afraid that 
something which they did not deserve to become 
known might become known. AS a matter of 
fact, the honest poor always desired to hide 
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their poverty and resented anything which 
savoured of inquisition. The reason for that 
was that families were often dragged down by 
sickness, accident or unemployment and did not 
eare © lay bere eq Ciinhelals eli tae Gare, 
struggles and sorrows of their condition. 
Their very poverty, it might be, made them 
extra sensitive and the consequence was they 
they desired that the inquisitional character 
of the measure should be got rid of.3 


Nor, suggested Will Crooks, from his long 
experience of the poor law in Poplar, could such 
tests effectively be applied. ‘What particular 
degree of drunkness was to disqualify for a 
pension? - half stewed, half drunk, steadily drunk, 


talkatively drunk, quarrelsome drunk, maudlin 
drunk, dead drunk?' Drunkness, he pointed out, was 
not unknown in the Houses of Parliament. ‘But when 
it came to idleness', he added, ‘that capped the 
dot . . . no-one would define idleness. Tema 
depended upon the class one belonged to. The 
ordinary intelligent legislator "cultivated 
leisure", the poor unfortunate members below the 


gangway "wasted time” in discussing questions they 
had not properly devoted attention to'.34 Other 
Labour members demanded higher and more 
redistributive taxation = a land tax and 
progressive income tax - to finance a more generous 
pension. They were divided, however, over an 
unsuccessful Liberal amendment to exclude friendly 
society and trade union benefits from the means 


test. David Shackleton argued that, although he 
was a member of both, ‘There were hundreds of 
thousands of people in this country who had not the 
opportunity to join them'. In particular 


there were thousands of women who never had 
the opportunity of joining a friendly society 


Or erede WMI o a a g Two organizations or 
two methods of investment had become popular 
especially among women . . . they put their 


money into a co-operative society and when the 
small dividend accrued LE was left to 
accumulate to make provision for their age . . 

another method of investment had been 
provided by some municipalities, who gave 
labouring men and women an opportunity of 
investing in the municipal funds by accepting 
small weekly sums. 
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But such forms of thrift were not rewarded by 
the draft bill. After the passage of the Pensions 
Act Labour members kept up a flow of criticism of 
its administration. But a more central and 
persistent concern of Labour members and of the 
wider Labour movement was unemployment. The demand 
for the “righ ew work or mill maintenance: had 
been growing for a decade, with its explicit echoes 
of a conception of a citizen's right to basic 


security from the state, more familiar in the 
political language of a century earlier. 
Demonstrations of the unemployed had forced 


Balfour's reluctant government to implement the 
Minimum feasible concession, the Unemployed Workmen 
Act 1905.36 From the time of the election Labour 
put the Liberals under pressure to amend or replace 
it. However, Labour members, with the exception of 
Keir Hardie, were initially relatively silent on 
the subject in the House of Commons, since the 
Liberal leadership gave the impression of being 
prepared to act; but by 1907 there were no signs of 
Significant action. Indeed, there was positive 
hostility from John Burns at the Local Government 
Board €G what He Galled the “righe te smirk” 
movement. labour deputations to ministers and 
public unemployment demonstrations revived and a 
bill was introduced embodying the right to work 
proposals.3/ Labour has been accused of having 
no clear unemployment policy other than a vague 
Conception Of the “right to work , °°" lt is fair 
to say that few others had remedies to offer at a 
time when analyses of the causes of unemployment 
was contentious and undeveloped. Before the 
publication of William Beveridge's Unemployment. A 


problem of Industry in 1909 and the unemployment 
recommendations of the Minority Report of the Royal 


Commission on the Poor Laws, also in INOS) 
themselves much influenced by the ideas of 
Beveridge, plausible remedies EON the massive 


problem were elusive. 39? 

The joint Labour Party-TUC proposals were 
indeed as comprehensive as any Others by 1907. 
Rejecting either tariff reform or free trade as 
remedies for a problem whose root cause they 
identified as ‘lack of organization of our economic 
system’, their fundamental remedy was for state 
BeGgubat Oneeor the mationel economy, locally based 
remedies for the weaknesses of an increasingly 
integrated national economy, On the lines of the 
LOS ANKE appearing quite inadequate. Labour 
argued that modern industry demanded and 
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deliberately retained a surplus labour force. 
Measures were needed which, by stabilizing the 
market, would diminish this requirement, whilst 
expanding demand to provide more permanent 
employment, together with support for those who 
remained unemployed. How such reorganization of 
the economy ‘on the basis of production for use 
rather than for profit' was to be achieved, and the 
precise desirable relationship between private and 
public enterprise in the outcome remained vague, 
partly because these were contentious issues within 
the labour movement and more so outside it, and 
because, realistically, Labour leaders recognized 
that any degree of regulation ‘was not going to be 
done in a day nor in a year'. Meanwhile, however, 
Labour argued that unemployment could be diminished 
and growth of the economy and hence of job 
Opportunities encouraged, were national and local 
authorities to plan public works for periods of 
unemployment and to invest in new schemes of 
afforestation, land reclamation, road-building, the 
creation of co-operative small-holdings on unused 
land and the training of men to take advantage of 
such schemes. Such measures were not in themselves 
expected to absorb all of the unemployed, but to 
increase home consumption, to help to even out 
fluctuations in the domestic market and to 
stabilize and expand the home economy, for ‘the 
purchasing power of the community has a great deal 
to do with the state of the labour market’. The 
jobs created, Labour insisted, should not be mere 
‘relief works', unplanned emergency alternatives to 
poor relief, but necessary work at standard rates 
of pay positively directed towards economy 
regeneration. It was also recognized that such 
employment would provide work chiefly for the 
unskilled, whereas there were known to be high 
rates of unemployment in skilled . trades. 
Unemployment among skilled men however, was 
believed generally to be only temporary due to 
seasonal and market fluctuations, hence ERNE 
suggested solution to this problem was state 
Maintenance. Shorter hours and an end to 
systematic overtime would help further to spread 
the available work; indeed some trade unionists, 
narrowly concerned with the problems of their own 
trades, considered this a sufficient solution to 
the problem of unemployment . 49 There was a 
certain tension between Labour politicians and 
trade unionists over the degree of priority to be 
given to trade union members and policies (as 
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regards, for example, rates of pay) in unemployment 
policy proposals. David Shackleton admitted that 
the Right to Work Bill was really designed to help 
the great mass of non-unionized casual labourers, 
whose problems were the most acute: ‘to bring about 
regulation by trade union methods alone is a 
costly, wearying and almost a wasteful process, and 
WE CO not wane © dope caat Pollier Ne Deter tO 
put before the House Bills to deal with these 
things'. He hoped thus to deal more speedily with 
the problems of those for whom the prospects for 
eifective unionization were slight. 7! 

Lhe proposals embodied in the Right to Work 
Pa were Pilloried by Liberals for merely 
perpetuating relief works, and by the socialist 
deie ken eejpicioleriac tO shore cwn palliativa eand 
playing down the demand for nationalization; they 
were indeed very similar to the recommendations of 
the Minority Report and to some of the subsequent 
actions of the Liberals though, as we shall see, 
with some important differences. 42 The 
criticisms owed something to the vagueness with 
which Labour members presented and justified their 
case in Parliament, in contrast to the clarity of 
Labour publications on the subject. Because Labour 
was unsuccessful in the ballot the 1907 Right to 
Work Bill had to be introduced by a Liberal MP, 
P.W. Wilson, who played his part with less than 
total commitment. Much of the vagueness however, 
stemmed from Labour's awareness of the political 
dangers of spelling out in full a programme 
inimical to many Liberals and hence risking loss of 
support for the short-term measures Wawteln 3172 
embodied. Vivid descriptions by Labour members of 
the conditions of the unemployed could not, alone, 
get the 1907 Bill past a second reading. However, 
persistent pressure on and off the floor of the 
Commons, amid the exceptionally heavy unemployment 
of 1908-9, forced the government, first, in October 
1908 to extend subsidies to local authorities under 
the 1905 Act and to consider, despite John Burns, 
some new approaches. 43 By this time Asquith had 
replaced Campbell-Bannerman as Prime Minister and, 
more important from the point of view of social 
reform, Lloyd George had become Chancellor and 
Winston Churchill President of the Board of Trade. 
Together they were to steal and adapt many of 
Labour's reforming clothes and hence to exacerbate 
Labour's splits on attitudes to welfare. By the 
time the Right t© Werk Bill vas reintroduced in 
April 1909 it was overshadowed by Lloyd George's 
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first budget, introduced on the previous day. 
Churchill's Labour Exchanges Bill was also well 
advanced. Once more, the Labour measure did not 
get beyond a second reading and it was defended 
with notably less conviction than it was opposed by 
the Lib-Lab MPs Fred Maddison and Henry Vivian, 
whom the Liberals shrewdly chose as their 
spokesmen. Above all they attacked the "socialist" 
character of its nationalization proposals and its 
vagueness in other respects. 44 MacDonald 
conceded that ‘we have only produced this Bill for 
the purpose of discussion and for the purpose of 
detailed consideration’. He congratulated the 
government for adopting Labour's conception of 
maintenance in the unemployment insurance proposals 
known to be under discussion, the moves towards 
progressive taxation contained in Asquith's budget 
of the previous year and taken further in the 
recent budget and the land taxes and promise of 
funds for rural development made in the same 
budget. He pleaded however for co-ordination of 
unemployment and economic policy under a single 
government department, as the Right to Work Bill 
proposed. 4° 

The budget and Labour Exchanges legislation 
placed Labour in its customary dilemma of 
supporting ‘as a beginning’ measures which it felt 
did not go far enough and of whose motives its left 
wing had acute and often justified suspicions, 
above all that they were deliberate half measures 
designed to undermine Labour. mene Oran Oita eee eT 


was little Labour could Gor since outright 
opposition risked rhe loss 6b) votes in the 
country. Opposition to labour exchanges, however, 
went wider in the labour movement. In principle, 
Labour had no objection to this method of matching 
vacancies and jobs; indeed several unions ran 
similar schemes for their own members. However, 


trade unionists were suspicious that a state system 
would serve to supply blackleg labour. Those 
concerned about the problems of casual labour 
pointed out that exchanges established by local 
authorities had been flooded with labourers for 
whom no work was or could be forthcoming. 
Beveridge, the author of the proposal, had never 
regarded labour exchanges as the solution to the 
Casual labour problem and he opposed their use as 
sources of blackleg labour. However, Labour 
suspicion of exchanges remained powerful, though 
their MPs gave it critical support in Parliament; 
the opposition was a little mollified by the 
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asscciation in 1911 Gi laour “exchanges with the 
distribution of unemployment insurance benefits. 4° 

Similarly, the 1909 budget was criticized, 
above all by Philip Snowden, for the timidity of 
the land taxes and the failure to tax the wealthy 
more severely.4/ Yet Labour was realistic enough 
te Trecednize that tt Gould not push the Chancellor 
turther and in general it regarded the budget as a 
small step in the right direction. Labour's own 
taxation policy had been made quite clear in a 
statement from the executive committee in January 
1909: opposition to tariff reform, support for a 
steeply graduated income tax, a Super-tax, greatly 
increased estate duties, a monopoly tax and land 
tax: For, said the statement: "Social reform 
Should aim at securing for the common good the use 
and benefit of all socially created wealth. In the 
hands of a democratic government finance can be a 
very potent instrument to that end'. The existing 
regressive system, whereby the poor contributed as 
much to government revenue through indirect 
taxation as the better off in direct taxes, meant 
that workers themselves would pay a substantial 
part of the cost of welfare measures such as 
pensions. Philip Snowden argued to a Labour Party 
Conference on taxation, held in 1909: 


What was meant by social reform and what they 
who were socialists meant by socialism, was to 
secure for the wealth producers the use and 
the enjoyment of the wealth which they 
produced. Our purpose therefore should be to 
see that social reforms were carried out in 
such a way that the people would receive the 
use and enjoyment of some part of that wealth 


which at the present time was unjustly taken 
from them. 


“hough some on the left' favoured other radical 
measures, including a one hundred eb cent tascmon 
unearned income, there was broad ese in the 
party for Labour's tax proposals.4 Similarly, 
they supported, with reservations, the Trade Boards 
Dot (1909) waich cecablishes minimam wage machinery 


SEONG certain non-unionized and largely female 
sweated trades. This followed a long campaign by 
Labour and Fabian women. It was criticized by 


Fabouie an aes Orist Passage through the Commons for 
the limited number of trades covered, but otherwise 
it was welcomed for its help to non-unionized 
workers. Ae 1 Riebharde © the Boot and Shoe 
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Operatives Union (a union then much under pressure 
from mechanization and the growth of sweated 'slop 
work') put it: ‘whilst we in the trade unions can 
protect ourselves, the Hebrew workers OH our 
LIMCUISICIAYy Cammo o o o a They have no organization 
simply and solely because their wages are so small 
that they have not sufficient means to contribute 
to our association. '49 

Atter the publication of the Report of the 
koyal Commission on the Poor Laws in 1909, Labour 
shifted from the attack on unemployment to the 
broader front of the "Break-up of the Poor Law", 
the campaign launched by the Webbs in support of 
the proposals of the Minority Report. Once more, 


however, they were undermined by the ‘terrible 
twins of social reform', Lloyd George and Winston 
Clana @laat JLIL o The long debates in and out of 


Parliament on Parts One and Two of the National 
insurance Bill, in which Labour members were very 
active, make exceptionally clear Labour's approach 
to welfare and the divisions within it. The 
official position was one of qualified support for 
both parts of the measure. A substantial section 
of the left however was suspicious of its motives 
trom the beginning and became increasingly hostile 


as some of its implications became clearer. The 
political context “hadi salsc “shiited since the 
previous welfare debates. Liberal losses in the 


elections of 1910 left the 42 Labour members and 84 
Irish Nationalists holding the balance of power. 
ln the background also was the spread of trade 
unionism and a growing volume of strikes. 

Barnes and MacDonald introduced Labour's 
official position. Barnes welcomed the initiation 
ot the bill and its support for the established 
insurance practices of the Friendly Societies and 
trade unions. He saw the state scheme as desirable 
and complementary to rather than competitive with 
established practices Gf working Class thrift, for, 
he said: ‘voluntary effort among the very poorest 
is practically out of the question’. Again, he saw 
the state measure as desirably providing for those 
workers whose conditions of life denied them the 
possibility or perciciceecine ia cme mutual “aid 


institutions of better off workers, without, it 
inie lly appeared, interfering with these 
institutions. The thirty shilling maternity 


benetit was especially welcome, for: 


women have to bear not only burdens incidental 
to sex but also the heaviest parts of life's 
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industrial burden as well. Their wages are 
lower and their hours of work longer and their 
conditions more onerous then mens’, simply 


because they are more dependent: and although 
the Bill does not do all we should like it to 
do tO relieve thelr industrial burden, vetwm ii 
Ceriel Ihe erkeet, ie will provide at che 
most critical period of their lives a little 
of that skilled attendance and of the 
necessities of life which they cannot 
otherwise procure. 


Provision for sufferers from T.B. and for access to 
a doctor for all of the insured was also welcome, 
provided, Labour members insisted, that the scheme 
paid well enough to attract the best doctors, so 
that the outcome was not a stigmatizing system of 
care, inferior to the normal standards of general 
practice. 0 

A succession of Labour speakers vigorously 
attacked (ie “spectre or ehe malingerer = which E 
predictably ~- was evoked by members of the other 
parties. However, the major Labour criticisms 
were, first, that although the need was greatest 
among the poorest men and women outside trade 
unions and friendly societies, they would be least 
favourably treated under the special arrangements 
proposed for casual workers to insure through the 
post oftice. Their contributions would be 
relatively higher than EOY regularly employed 
workers and they would have access to lower 
sickness payments and a more limited range of 
benefits. Indeed poorly paid workers, it was 
argued, could not afford to pay contributions at 
all. The bill allowed those earning below fifteen 
shillings a week to pay lower contribucions, Tome 
Barnes argued that those earning so little should 
pay nothing at all, and the hardly less miserably 
paid’ just above them should pay lower than standard 
Contributions, on a slading scale el Lansbury 
moved an unsuccessful amendment at the committee 
stage to exempt low earners from contributions and 
raised the issue again at the third reading. 2 
Among other things he feared that the compulsory 
employer COnErIbUtion fer CGastal workers would 
bring about enforced decasualisation which, in the 
existing system, could only increase unemployment. 
this was because under Part One of the scheme 
casual workers and their employers were obliged to 
pay a full weekly contribution even if they did not 
work a full week, as dock labourers, for example, 
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regularly did not. Indeed Beveridge and Llewellyn 
Smith at the Board of Trade, who were anxious to 
promote decasualization, hoped that the 
contributory scheme would have precisely this 
effect, and sought after 1911 to promote ie e538 
Labour was not hostile in principle to 
decasualization but feared its effects in a labour 
market which appeared to offer few alternative 


employment opportunities. Edmund Harvey moved a 
similar amendment to Lansbury's but was also 
unsuccessful.>4 Secondly, Labour strongly 


objected to the clause that prevented any 
organization from becoming an approved society 
which ‘used its funds other than for friendly 
benefits': i.e. which aimed to force the unions to 
separate their benefit and strike funds. This, the 
unions interpreted as a renewed attempt to achieve 
what the employers had unsuccessfully sought from 
the Trade Disputes Bill: the permanent limitation 
of union strike funds. Barnes insisted that: ‘the 
first principle oi trade union organization is the 
industrial betterment and economic advantage of 
their members and therefore we claim that, although 
we pay sick benefit and many other benefits, our 
first consideration is that we should be in a 
posiriom if we think proper tO spend at “any 


particular time every halfpenny in our 
coffers'.29 In addition his major criticism of 
Part Two of the Act, the unemployment insurance 
measure, was TIMENE contributors could be 
disqualified from benefit for refusal to take a job 
at below the "current rate = This was a major 
intrusion upon a principal aim of the trade unions, 
to establish and sustain higher rates of pay. He 
commented: ‘We say that as workmen we are just as 


much entitled to a standard rate of wages as 
Cabinet ministers’. 

Part Two also initially prohibited from 
benefit workers unemployed due to disputes in which 
they were not directly involved. A succession of 
Labour members, led by Clynes, pointed out that 
this was a major cause of unemployment, especially 
among labourers whose work disappeared when 
unionized skilled men alongside whom they worked 
were in dispute.°/ The government conceded, 
under Labour pressure in and out of Parliament, 
that payment should be allowed in certain cases but 
insisted upon excluding all workers in any factory 
stopped by a dispute, whether or not they were 
directly involved. The state was prepared to do 
nothing to subsidize ‘industrial warfare'.°8 
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MacDonald repeated both these points, adding 
that Labour would carefully scrutinize the likely 
effect of the scheme on wages: ' The prime 
consideration of everyone who is concerned with 
raising tne status of the working class is the 
amount of wages the working class get. You cannot 
get out of that . . . we are here to raise wages 
not to make it easy for low paid labour to subsist 


at all’. He emphasized that the measure was in no 
sense socialist, Since at Was Hardly at all 
redistributive and did nothing to remove or to 
minimize the causes of social and economic 
inequality and might indeed reinforce them. 292 

Barnes, MacDonald and the majority of Labour 
members supported the insurance Principle as a` 
desirable encouragement DE working class 
self-respect, whilst insisting tent, however 
desirable in principle, LE could not yet, 


Practically or mumanely, be applied to the lowest 
paid. 2 

Lansbury, however, asserted that he had been 
asked by ‘the biggest unskilled union in the 
country . . . specifically to oppose a CONE ml bee, 
scheme’ because low paid workers could not afford 
contributions. This was an opposition which he 
was to develop more fully as editor of the Daily 
Herald from 1912 after he resigned his “Sears on che 
women's suffrage issue and failed to IG SIGSlILIN ALE im & 
by-election fought on the issue. 6l Jowett of 
Bradford and Stephen Walsh, supported him, as did 
Will Thorne, speaking for ‘the casual workers on 
the docks, in gasworks and Doo whose work 


was intermittent and seasonal’. Snowden 
‘opposed altogether' the insurance principle and 
claimed some trades council backing. He pointed 


out that the high rate of lapse from Friendly 
Society membership demonstrated how few could 
afford regular contributions. Nor should employers 
be made to contribute: 'We have got past the phase 
where an employer was expected to take a fatherly 
interest in his workers',63 The obligation, he 
believed, should lie on the community. Keir Hardie 
supported him. Snowden also objected strongly to 
the clause Prohibiting women from becoming 
voluntary contr IDUCOr S, apparently on the 
assumption that a stronger female propensity to 
malinger would unduly burden the scheme. He argued 
that ‘the husband in the case of the working 
classes at any rate does not Support his wife. The 
wife supports herself and is contributing by her 
labour to the economic Upkeep of the home anë 
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hence her speedy recovery from illness was as vital 
to the economy as that of the male in paid work. 
Crooks also protested at the exclusion of aliens 
from the scheme. 64 

The battle between supporters of contributory 
and non-contributory benefits was fought out in the 
Commons, at conferences and in the Labour press 
throughout 1911 and beyond, both MacDonald and 
Snowden claiming their contradictory positions to 
be ‘consistent socialism', as, given the variety of 
strategies available Eom the achievement of 
"socialism', they were.©5 MacDonald py July 1911 
was arguing for only minimal contributions’ for 
all. His support for the contributory principle, 
as distinct from other aspects of the bill, derived 
partly from conviction, partly from the belief that 
it was popular and hence that Labour had little to 
gain electorally from opposing it. It also owed 
something to his unwillingness, despite the urging 
ot the lett, including Jowett and Hardie in the 
parliamentary Danae, EO use Labour's pivotal 
position to bring down the government. This was 
partly because the constitutional issue was still 
unresolved; partly because Labour, burdened by the 
Osborne Judgement could not afford another election 
so soon; and partly because he felt that Labour had 
little to gain from letting the Tories back in. He 
had, after all, secretly agreed with the Liberal 
leadership to let national insurance through, to 
keesp them im Office, receiving in return a promise 
of legislation for payment of MPs (implemented in 
1912). Barnes was in constant negotiation with the 
government over the bill throughout the summer of 
LSL, It should be added that MacDonald faced 
simultaneous pressures to bring the government down 
over national insurance, the right to work and 
women's suffrage. He reasonably pointed out that 
it could not be done on all of them, and that 
Labour was unlikely to win on any, especially since 
the Conservatives also showed little enthusiasm for 
another election. ©®© 

The majority of Labour members broadly 
accepted most other aspects of the National 
Insurance Bill. Barnes claimed, significantly: 'We 
are very glad the Bill has been introduced. We 
think it marks a great step forward because it 
brings many millions of workmen into direct contact 
with the state and is therefore going to be of 
immense educational value. We believe people have 
been too much inclined to look upon the state 
simply as a big policeman and this Bill will enable 
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a great many of them to realize that the state 
after ali is what they Dike to make Tame >? 

This benign view of the state as a neutral 
institution, capable of acting in the interests of 
all, was one of the central issues upon which left 
and right in the party divided. Certainly Snowden, 
Hardie, Lansbury and a handful of others argued and 
believed that the National Insurance Bill not only 
gave minimal help to those in greatest need, but 
contained Withingit “pelicing' measures potentially 
far more detrimental to working class institutions 


and traditions than Barnes recognized. 68 Wai S 
line of argument Lansbury was to develop strongly 
im the Herald; mto thae “servile State’ notions 


which gained cúrrency RON the left LA these 
years. o9 Almost certanniy they suspected the 
Liberals or seeking more far-reaching control over 
Labour institutions and the working class than was 
the case. The Board of Trade's appProachiEO 
industrial relations al fo this period implied 
government support of trade unionism, provided that 
it was moderate and controlled. 79 Aspects of 
welfare legislation do however Suggest chet soe alll 
measures were used by the Liberals further to 
Promote controls over unions to Oring abourmthne 
type of relationship in industry which they 
desired, in particular the attempts to separate 
union strike and benefit funds and the reluctance 
to allow unemployment benefit to those unemployed 
due to industrial disputes even when they were not 
directly involved. /l Individual Labour members 
Criticized the bill also omeothner grounds. Snowden 
spoke on the Financial Resolution associated with 
the National Insurance Bill ‘from the point of view 
Gf a socialist and quoting J.S Mill's der inition 
of the causes of poverty: ‘the subjection of labour 
to monopoly and the enormous share which the owners 
of the instruments of production are able to take 
trom labour’. He insisted that: ‘any reform must 
strike at the root of that monopoly. It must in 
Heres ole trancter to the working people a larger 
Share than they have at the CASSIE Cima ain CNE 
wealth which is produced’. Speaking ‘not in any 
sense as representing the views of my Own party' 
Put, (convinced that some ab least agreed with hin, 
ne béelveved that the bali “wail Organize assistance 
fOr “times (Gi Vdistress amci will give a greater 
National Security but did net think CA advantages 
such tnat he could accept them ‘without a very 
vigorous Protest s72 

Lansbury complained that Part One (health 
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insurance) did not move far enough towards a 
desirable comprehensive health service, above all 
because it gave no medical care, apart from 
Maternity benefit, to the wives and children of 
insured men. With encouragement from the Womens' 
Labour League and the Womens' Co-operative Guild, 
he moved an unsuccessful amendment at the committee 
erkagea to inelude ‘them khe arqued,; “It seens to me 
that a wife is just as much a wage-earner as the 
husband. She takes charge of his home. She works 
just as hard as he and she is just as much a 
wage-earner as he is. If the employer shifts the 
3d onto the consumer or the workmen, if you take 2d 
from the income tax and put it on the consumer ofr 
workers, it is the wife in the home who will feel 
the burden'. 73 Thorne and Jowett supported him, 
the latter adding the warning that if ‘this House 
doesn't do something to improve the comparative 
position OL the werking Class o o o it will be done 
iby Other action outsider Unless, Jowett argued, 
the current unrest was alleviated, ‘we shall throw 
them back on more violent action’. 

Most Labour members joined the fight to 
improve the li at the Committee stage. Hardie 
tried unsuccessfully, with the help of MacDonald 
Anaebensbury, to wnelude unmarried mothers im tive 


maternity benefit provision. /° They were 
supported by the navvy's leader, the Lib-Lab John 
Ward, who argued that ‘'navvies are not so very 


Partieular about the marriage lines a o o 1 could 
prove that they are living lives as decent as any 
who will come under the Bill'.’6 Hardie claimed 
that: ‘nine times out of ten the woman is a victim 
amd is penalized cutticientily for her indiscretion 
ia the face Of having a child’. Stephen Walsh 
unsuccessfully sought a reduced contribution when a 
rull veek was mot worked, pointing Out Eat in the 
mines men rarely averaged more than four days work 
per week over the vec Snowden led an 
unsuccessful Batter on which Labour members 
appeared united, with much Liberal support, on the 
clause requiring workers to pay contributions, 
including the employers' contribution, in periods 
of unemployment. Those in seasonal trades, casual 
workers and those unemployed due to strike in 
adjacent trades would, they argued, be in permanent 
arrears of payment. The bill, member after member 
insisted, assumed general stability of employment 
and showed remarkably little understanding of the 
actual instability of many occupations, including 
even Skilled tradés in™ the shipyards and in 
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engineering. The clause was promoted, once more, 
as a necessary delence Vagainst) malingering- in 
reality, as Hardie pointed out, it Punished the 
unemployed twice over. 

Labour members also came to suspect that the 
bill contained an attempt to pull back some of the 
concessions made to Labour in the Workmen's 


Compensation INGHE « In particular the clause 
disallowing simultaneous drawing of workmen's 
compensation and national insurance sickness 
benefit was seen as an attempt to make workmen's 
compensation partially cont IOMIES AY Labour's 


failure to defeat this clause, despite keeping the 
thinly attended House awake all night debating it, 
further suggested that Labour's potential power to 
bring down the government was considerably less 
than its left-wing critics believed. 

Labour similarly failed to prevent commercial 
insurance companies from being designated approved 
societies for the administration of sickness 
benefits, a clause which threatened to undermine 
some ot the potential gains to working class 
non-profit making institutions, the trade unions 
and triendly societies. Through aggressive and 
expensive promotion the commercial companies were 
likely to absorb many of the beneficiaries of the 
scheme who had not previously been members OE 
Mutual aid institutions. 

One Labour success was to obtain a government 
promise that the measure would be reviewed after 
two years. In particular MacDonald emphasized that 
it was quite unclear how casual workers would fare 
and their position would require review once the 
scheme was operative. The temptation for such 
workers and their employers to collude to avoid 
Payment of contributions from meagre wages was 
likely to be strong; hence those in greatest need 


would not benefit from the legislation. It was 
also, MacDonald pointed SE y unknown whether 
outworkers, mainly female, were covered. 80 Iie 


was Clear by 1913 that his worries were justified; 
there was also some evidence that certain employers 
were reducing wages by the amount of their own 


compulsory contributions Ər were refusing 
employment to those who did not pay the employers' 
as well as their own stamp. 81 Labour similarly 


Correctly identified many of the weaknesses of the 
unemployment legislation. It was confined to five 
Major occupations, but the government appeared, 
among other Sic wees, seriously ES have 
underestimated the problems of defining membership 
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of a specific occupation. For example, Clynes 
pointed out that shipbuilding was covered but he 
wanted to know if that coverage extended to the 
many workers engaged in processes essential to the 
complex business of building ships, but actually 
employed outside the shipyard? An engineer would 
be insured while he worked in a shipyard but what 
happened if he moved to a similar job in mining, 
which was not includeda?8? These and other Labour 
assertions made it clear that the bill had been 
drafted in considerable ignorance of actual working 


conditions. The resulting anomalies led to 
extensive confusion, dispute and need for complex 
adjudication, especially under Part Two. 83 But 


in 1911 Labour was able to achieve no substantial 
amendment of unemployment insurance. 

When the legislation came up for amendment in 
1913 Labour members were able to point out the 
degree to which their warnings had been correct, 
but again without a Significant success (despite 
considerable Liberal and Tory support) especially 
in respect of the failure of Pere One im practice 
substantially to assist casual workers and women. 
However, a scheme was proposed by Beveridge that 
employers of casual labour who refused to give 
regular employment should be compelled to bear the 
workers' contributions as well as their own, the 
cost to be pooled among all who employed an 
individual worker in the course of a week. It was 
included in the National Health Insurance Amendment 
Act of 1913, but on a voluntary basis ‘subject to 
consent from local employers’. Its effects, before 
war came, were few. Labour accepted the clause as 
the best and most flexible available solution 
within a contributory scheme, whose inability 
adequately te assist the casual labourer they now 
believed proven. 84 

The other major issue which arose in the 1913 
debates was the complicated and misunderstood issue 
of a Liberal amendment for the payment of maternity 
benefit to the mother rather than, as under the 
original arrangements, to the insured man. The 
reason for the amendment was a widespread belief 
that some men were not giving the thirty shillings 
benefit ta their wives. This was strongly 
supported by the Women's Co-operative Guild. 
Labour MPs have been much criticized for opposing 
it at various stages of its passage through the 
House. The truth is more complicated. Labour 
members were, as on other occasions, affronted by 
the implication that working men were less reliable 
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or loving husbands and fathers than other men. The 
amendment was seen as another attack on the working 
class family. G.H. Roberts, ‘speaking entirely for 
himself', believed that ‘abusers do exist. I 
Chena, however, their number is greatly 
exaggerated' and he > asserted einen friendly 
societies with long experience of administering 
Similar benefits had found them to be rare. He 
pointed out that women were no more proof than men 
against the mis-spending of benefit to which they 
might be tempted by poverty. "E do not think we 
ought to legislate against sex’. The amendment 
might simply cause conflict between man and wife if 
men feel that they were not trusted to handle a 
benefit for which they had contributed. Other 
Labour members, less vehemently, agreed. Led by 
MacDonald, they supported instead an unsuccessful 
amendment, proposed by the Womens' Labour League, 
to allow mothers to choose whether the benefit 
should be paid to the husband, to herself or to 
another nominated person. As the League pointed 
out: ‘we realize that when it is paid directly to 
the mother, there will be just the same likelihood 
of its going to pay rent or life insurance etc. as 
there is now when it is technically paid to the 
IMUISISEVACL 5 a s a Family needs are often just as 
important to the recovery of the mother as her own 


individual needs. '85 The Liberal amendment 
succeeded in the Commons. 

This has not been an attempt at a 
comprehensive survey of the Labour Party's 


Proneuncements and policies on social issues in its 
first years. This would have required analysis of 
party publications, conferences, newspapers etc., 
amid OE the “activities of | docal ae well as of 


central government, too extensive for a short 
essay. 86 i have, however, tried to show 
something of the range of Labour policies on major 
social issues. In important respects their 


approach was different from that of the Liberals - 
above all in regarding welfare as second best to 
Secure Ea iri joel employment, and, where welfare 
was unavoidable, desiring that it be more 
redistributive and more sensitive in its 
administration to the variery Ot realities of 
working class life. The party's approach, however, 
was constrained by the fact that it was continually 
forced to react to Liberal measures which, even if 
it disliked them as being inadequate or actively 
inimical to the interests of working people it 
could not readily oppose since they brought some 
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benefits to some in need and Labour was not yet in 
a position to put anything in their place. For 
electoral reasons the party could not afford to 
Oppose popular measures. in these years Labour was 
not yet a credible party of government capable of 
offering alternative proposals which it had any 
hope of soon implementing. Rather, its leaders 
were engaged in the construction of an appeal to a 
varied electorate and an alliance of groups and 
individuals within the working classes, some of 
whom had little in common and whose interests might 
conflict over welfare as over other issues; hence 
some of the shifts, divisions and compromises on 
social questions. 

The resulting debates are revealing concerning 
attitudes in the party on a range of important 
questions: the relationship of the state to the 
individual and to the economy, to income and wealth 
distribution and ownership, to the variety of 
social political purposes which welfare measures 
could service, and the attitude of the party itself 
to the various groups within the working classes. 
I have tried to demonstrate that Labour attitudes 
towards welfare cannot usefully be separated from 


its approach to industrial relations, to the 
organization and management of the economy and to 
working people themselves. Despite considerable 


debate and disagreement within the party on all of 
these issues Labour cannot be seen, as by some, as 


merely offering ‘passive support for government 
initiated reforms'.8/7 The party held distinctive 
though divided views.88 Nor was it just an 


expression of trade union interests, neglectful of 
those of the remainder of the working class. Nor 
were its leaders unaware of the potential of some 
aspects of the Liberal reforms to undermine, indeed 
directly to attack working class organizations and 


institutions. They were realistic about the 
Limitations Upon their —"capaciiy tO resist such 
assaults.89 Since 1945 Labour has been so 


closely identified with the very conception of the 
welfare state that it is too easy to assume that it 
bhas always been so identifved. In ite Tirat years 
Labour supported a ‘welfare state’ as at most, a 
second best solution to deprivations; and the 
extent, nature and content of its commitment even 
to this remained undecided. 
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Chapter Nine 


LABOUR AND THE CONSTITUTIONAL CRISIS 


On 29 April 1909, David Lloyd George, 


Chancellor OR the Exchequer, introduced his 
celebrated budget, thereby inaugurating the great 
constitutional crisis which was to dominate 


politics for nearly two and a half years. In the 
first phase of the crisis, the over-whelmingly 
Unionist House of Lords gradually plucked up 
courage to reject the finance bill, an action which 
the Liberal majority in the House of Commons 
immediately castigated as ‘unconstitutional’. 
There followed a dissolution of Parliament, and the 
general election ot January 1910. The Liberals 
lost a good deal of ground, but with the aid of 
Labour and the Irish there was still an adequate 
majority to carry the controversial budget through 
the new House of Commons, and this time the Lords 
let it through. The government, appalled at the 
challenge of the previous year, resolved to cut 
down the power of the House of Lords permanently. 
Atter considerable delay, the proposals to that 
effect which had passed the Commons were rejected 
by the Lords, whereupon the second 1910 election 
ensued, with results almost exactly as before. 
Again the government proposals passed the Commons. 
When they were ready for submission to the Lords, 
the opposition leaders were told that the King was 
prepared, if necessary, to create sufficient 
ministerial peers to swamp the Unionist majority in 
the Lords. At this point the principal Unionists 
decided that discretion was the better part of 
valour, and recommended their followers in the 
Lords to abstain from voting, thus enabling the 
government bill to pass. Suddenly, a body of 
diehard Unionist peers indicated that they had no 
intention of following that advice, but proposed to 
vote against the bill. As the diehards were more 
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numerous than the Liberals in the Upper House, it 
looked as IE the King's promise would be 
activated. Eventually, however, great pressure was 
exerted on peers who normally did not vote on 
party-political matters, and even on some of the 
Unionists, to support. them piii ana avere ihe 
mass-creation of new peerages. In August 1911 the 
diehard revolt was narrowly defeated, the bill 
received royal assent, and the constitutional 
crisis was over. There is something to be said for 
the view that the turmoil engendered by that great 
national debate did more to challenge and upset 
current social assumptions in Britain than any 
other chain of events in the twentieth SEGMEMIEW, MOL 
excepting the first or second world war. 

The role of the Labour Party in that debate 
throws some interesting sidelights on how Labour 
viewed its own position at the time, and on its 
attitude to a number of issues other than the one 
immediately involved. For several years before the 
constitutional crisis broke, the Labour Party had 
seemed to be making great organizational and 
electoral progress. The success of 1906 was 
tollowed by a number of by-election victories and 
the affiliation of the Miners' Federation of Great 
Britain. In July 1909, the National Agent was able 
to report that in the previous twelve months the 


number of agents had more than doubled, and 
currently stood at about forty. Yet, in a 
deeper sense, Labour's progress was more apparent 
than real. A large proportion of the existing 


Labour MPs, and an even larger proportion of the 
Miners' MPs who Proposed to transfer to Labour 
after the next general election, relied on tactical 
arrangements with the Liberals for preservation of 
tnea sedts, aud aim) some Gases the Oea Liberal 
Machine continued to be used in support of a 
candidate who had transferred to Labour. There was 
no ideological divide between Labour and the 
Liberals. Leading Labour personalities like Ramsay 
MacDonald and Arthur Henderson had been paid 
workers for Liberal MPs, and there was no evidence 
that their views had undergone a dramatic change 
Simee™ chene Hew, af any, of the current Labour MPs 
held opinions which could not be matched by those 
of some of the MPs sitting on Liberal benches. The 
reason for creating the Labour Party in the first 
place had not been to give voice to opinions 
fundamentally irreconcilable with those of the 
older parties, but rather to set up a pressure 
group which could influence the government of the 
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day, be it Liberal or Conservative, to pass 
Measures corresponding with the interests of the 
organised working class. At this stage Labour 


appears to have had no serious aspiration towards 
ever becoming the government itself. Its model, if 
any, was the Irish Party, which had contrived to 
elicit legislation from both of the great parties 
in advancement of Irish interests. Labour at this 


time was a very loose federation indeed. "Mr Keir 
Hardie is not my leader; he is my Chairman', 
declared a Labour MP in 1906. '. . . What he says 


on the public platform we, as members of the Labour 
Representation Committee group, have nothing to do 
with'.2 

Perhaps the fact that a large proportion of 
the parliamentary Labour Party had recent Liberal 
antecedents explains the somewhat muted nature of 
the criticism which Labour offered, even when it 
was dissatisfied with the Liberal government. A 
Labour leaflet of 1907 expressed rather well the 
spirit in which that criticism was conducted. 
Mr Asquith's budget of that year, declared the 
leaflet, ‘should not be accepted by workmen with 
gratitude'. The Labour Party, it continued, wanted 
Old Age Pensions “first of all', and regretted the 
fact that they had got no more than ‘a conditional 
promise that something may be done next year'.3 
Here, as elsewhere, Labour was acting as a rather 
gentle pressure group, urging the Liberal 
government to follow radical policies, in terms of 
which a good many Liberal MPs heartily approved. 

Labour often seemed to anticipate what was to 
be the Liberal government's next move and in the 
matter of Lloyd George's 1909 budget they were 
particularly skilful. In January of that year, the 
Labour Party's conference at Portsmouth called for 


a drastic reform of the system of national 
taxation so as to secure that it is derived 
from those best able to pay for it and who 
received the most protection and benefit from 
the State. 


It turther demanded 


the following reforms in the next Budget, 
namely: 

a super-tax on large incomes 

special taxation of state -conterred monopolies 
increased estate and legacy duties 

and a really substantial beginning with the 
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taxation of land values. 


Lloyd George could hardly have been more 
obliging three months later. When he rose to 
introduce his budget, the Chancellor began by 
telling the House that .it was necessary to raise 
something like fifteen and three-quarter million 
pounds in extra taxation - a vast sum by the 
standards of the time - almost exclusively in order 
to meet the cost of old age pensions and naval 
rearmament. Forestalling criticism of the 
expenditure which had occasioned this requirement, 
he reminded them that "the attitude of the 
Government towards these two branches of increased 
expenditure has not been one of rushing a reluctant 
House of Commons into expense which it disliked, 
but rather of resisting persistent appeals from all 
quarters of the House for still further increases 
under both heads'.4 The Chancellor was right. 
Only a very few Conservatives, like Sir Frederick 
Banbury, and one maverick Liberal, Harold Cox, had 
opposed old age pensions and only a tiny minority 
of backbench pacifists had cavilled at naval 
rearmament. The great majority of all four parties 
had backed the government, or pressed it to go 
further. 

To meet these needs, Lloyd George proposed a 
super-tax -~ precursor of the modern surtax - of 6d 
(2łp) in the pound on incomes over £5,000 per 
annum; increased taxation on liquor licences - 
which were in the nature of State conferred 
monopolies, as understood at the Labour Party 
conference; a rise in estate duties from eleven to 
fifteen per cent; and a small tax on developed 
land, which represented at least a step towards the 
taxation of land values. Potentially of far 
greater significance was the proposal to value 
land, as a necessary preliminary to a more general 
system of land value taxation. 

The first parliamentary statement OR 
considered Labour opinions on the budget was made 
four days later by G.N. Barnes. On the matter of 
increased expenditure which had occasioned the 
proposed new taxation, he welcomed what the 
government had already done, but in two respects 
considered that it should have gone further. The 
disqualification of paupers from receiving old age 
pensions should be removed, and the new defence 
expenditure should be supplemented by ‘an 
interchange of international courtesies, of holding 
international conferences with a view to the 
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perfection of international law and in setting up 
that sense of self-interest in national defence on 
the part of the great mass of the people of this 
country which . . . would be the best guarantee of 
peace and . . . against invasion'.® As for the 
Cnancellor's proposals for new taxation, Barnes's 
main objection was to the increase in tobacco duty, 
particularly for cheaper brands, while he expressed 
more tentative regret that the new super-tax was 
not lighter at the bottom and heavier at the top. 


Such criticisms were really peripheral, and the 
general view which Barnes expressed on behalf of 
his party was unambiguous: 'We of the Labour Party 


will give a steady and consistent support to the 
Government in all the steps necessary to carry this 
Budget into effect'.® 

What Barnes and subsequent Labour speakers in 
the debate particularly welcomed was the proposal 
to introduce a measure of land taxation. Most of 
the pre-1914 Labour MPs, like a very large section 
of contemporary Liberals, were probably more deeply 
‘stirred by the land question than by any other. 
Subsequent public discussion about the budget was 
increasingly concentrated on the land taxation and 
valuation clauses, so there was no discernible 
difference between the line adopted by the Labour 
Party and that taken by the bulk of the Liberals, 
particularly back~bench radicals. The Labour Party 
resolved to participate actively in the pro-budget 
campaign. At an emergency meeting of the National 
Executive Committee on 18 June 1909, the party 
decided to support a great demonstration planned 
for Hyde Park, and to appoint two leading members 
to the committee organising that function. They 
further decided to issue a manifesto ‘in favour of 
the general principles of the Budget and explaining 
its principal proposals' which would ‘be circulated 
to the Press and affiliated Societies'.? The 
party's Quarterly Circular of July declared that 
‘the Budget, taken as a whole, but particularly the 
clauses imposing additional taxes on high unearned 
incomes and on land and monopoly values, has been 
heartily welcomed by the Labour Party' - adding: 


That the destruction of the Finance Bill by 
the House of Lords is a breach of the 
Constitution, and a usurpation of the rights 
of the House of Commons; that it creates a 
Menace to the liberties of the people and that 
those liberties can only be secured by the 
total abolition of the House of Lords.® 
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This extreme view about the Upper House was by no 
means confined to the Labour Party. ‘The time has 
come for the total abolition of the House of 
Lords', wrote Winston Churchill to Asquith not long 
afterwards. ? 

What was by no means self-evident was how 
Labour would seek to promote such causes at the 
forthcoming election, or what its relations would 
be with others who shared its view on such 
matters. Labour plainly proposed to run a good 
Many more candidates than the LRC had fielded in 
1906. What, if anything, would be done to ensure 
that such candidates did not foul the prospects of 
Liberals who entertained similar views on the great 
questions of the moment? In the great majority of 
cases, good care was taken to ensure that the 
spirit of the Gladstone-MacDonald Pact of 1903 was 
continued, and most of the seventy-eight Labour 
candidates stood in places where there was no 
serious danger that the Unionists might win a seat 
through split voting. Seven seats which the LRC 
had fought in 1906 were not contested by the Labour 
Party in January 1910, and in three of these cases 
inspection of the figures suggests that this 
withdrawal enabled the Liberal to win, or to hold, 
a seat which would have gone to the Unionists ina 
triangular contest.10 Only three of the new 
Labour interventions in January 1910 appear to have 
resulted in the Liberals losing seats to the 


Unionists.ll Liberals showed still greater 
forbearance, even resisting the temptation to 
counter-attack in most of the seats which they had 
lost to Labour at by-elections. Colne Valley 


(where the successful candidate had stood in 1907 
as an Independent Socialist, but later joined the 
Labour Party), and Jarrow (where there had been a 
four-cornered contest, with all candidates polling 
strongly), were the only exceptions and in both of 
these cases the Liberal was successful. At 
Manchester East, which the Liberals had captured in 
1906 from no less a foe than Arthur Balfour, the 
liberal withdrew at a late stage of proceedings, 
and allowed Labour to take it in a straight fight. 
Liberal withdrawal at Deptford probably saved 
a vulnerable seat fom Labour. In thirteen 
two-~member seats, Labour and Liberal ran in double 
harness, and in ten of those cases they were both 


successful. The miners' seats provide even more 
striking examples of co-operation. Three of the 
miners' MPs refused to switch allegiance from 
liberal to “iabour.) none OE them had Laboul 
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opposition.14 Thirteen of the miners who had 
turned to Labour had no Liberal opposition, and in 
a considerable number of these cases they appear to 
have had active help from the local Liberal machine 
as well. The only miner who went Labour and who 
did encounter Liberal opposition was John Johnson 
Ot Gateshead. In this case special factors were 
evidently at work, for there was a mass- 
demonstration of local miners on polling day in 
favour of the Liberal who won the seat, thereby 
pushing Johnson to a poor third place. In the 
upshot, forty Labour MPs were returned, not one of 
whom had had Liberal opposition, and there was only 
a tiny handful of cases where either Liberal or 
Labour could complain that the other had refused an 
act of self-abnegation which might conceivably have 
atfected the result. No doubt in many cases the 
acts of apparent unselfishness were in truth the 
product of clandestine arrangements, or tacit 
understandings of a nod-and-wink variety between 
the two parties, but the fact that they were 
‘disposed to make such deals suggests that both were 
convinced that they were fishing in the same pond 
and that a considerable measure of mutual goodwill 
existed. 

The general election gave the Liberal and 
Unionist Parties almost identical representation in 
the House of Commons. Most, though not all, of the 
Irish decided that i: was better in such 
circumstances to support a budget they disliked 
than to throw out the Liberals -and put in the 
Opposition. As for the Labour Party, its attitude 
on the great issues of public interest had been 
almost identical with that of the government, and 
was likely to remain so. Labour agreed with the 
Liberals on the budget; it agreed with the Liberals 
in opposing Tariff Reform, and it agreed with the 
Liberals that the power of the House of Lords must 
be curtailed forthwith. In the much tighter parli- 
amentary situation resulting from the election, the 
Labour Party could hardly afford the luxury even of 
those occasional anti-government demonstrations in 
which it had indulged during the previous 
Parliament. So closely were the two parties bound 
together that Liberal Magazine began to use the 
convenient term 'Ministerialists' as a generic word 
to cover Liberals and Labour. 

A simple counting of noses left nobody in 
doubt that the contentious budget would pass the 
new House of Commons, and this time the Unionist 
Majority in the Lords decided to let it through 
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without further trouble. So the major parties 
retired to their respective positions to meditate 
action on the next great issue which was bound to 
arise, the relationship between the House of 
Commons and the House of Lords. 

The Labour Party, however, had another great 
interest, which had come to a head while the 
election campaign was actually in progress. On the 
face of it, this matter seemed completely separate 
from the constitutional and economic issues which 
had been central to the election, but in practice 
they could not be kept in watertight compartments, 
and attitudes taken by the parties on the more 
general issues were related to that one as well. 
The celebrated Osborne case, which first went to 
the courts in 1907, cast doubt on the legality of 
trade union contributions to Labour Party funds. 
The matter went to the Court of Appeal in the 
following year, and in 1909 was remitted to the 
House of Lords. On 21 December of that year, when 
the general election campaign was already in full 
swing, but polling had not yet commenced, their 
lordships gave unanimous judgment against the 
legality of such contributions. This had little 
effect on Labour finances during the current 
campaign, but it was obvious that eventually the 
major source of funds would be cut off if the law 
was not changed. When the matter was considered by 
Labour's National Executive on 30 December, the 
members agreed = with only Arthur Henderson 
dissenting - that payment of MPs would not meet the 
Situation. ! 

The Liberal government had no wish to 
antagOnise Its auxiliary troops, and in April 1910, 
when a Labour MP, J.W. Taylor, proposed legislation 
which would reverse the Osborne decision, the 
natural reaction would probably have been to 
support the proposal. Unfortunately, there were 
thorny questions involved which did not permit such 
a simple solution, and in the end Taylor's motion 
was talked out. The Osborne case had arisen 
because a Liberal railwayman and the trade union 
branch of which he was an official had objected on 
moral grounds to the central organisation of their 
union using funds which ultimately derived from 
members’ subscriptions in support of a political 
Party of which many of those members did not 
approve. Simple reversal of the Osborne decision 
would merely restore the original cause of 
grievance. In fact the evidence suggests that 
feeling on the matter was much stronger among 
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Liberal working men than among party leaders, whose 
general disposition was to appease Labour when the 


opportunity arose. Asquith's papers contain a 
report ~ probably from the Master of Elibank, Chief 
Liberal Whip - on the Scottish Liberal Association 


Conference held at Dunfermline in 1910: 


A discussion of about an hour and a half took 
place with regard to the Osborne Judgment. 
Miners from West Fife moved and seconded that 
this be not reversed or revised. They were 
backed up by the other two of their 
colleagues, and all four spoke very strongly 
as Liberal Trade Unionists against the 
Socialist domination to which they had been 
subjected. They were loyal trade unionists in 
trade matters but considered it a great 
hardship that they were forced to pay a 
shilling a year for the spread of Socialist 
doctrines of which they altogether disapproved. 


In the end a compromise resolution was carried, 
expressing the hope ‘that the Government will 
uphold the law as defined in the Osborne Judgment, 
so as to safeguard the political liberties of trade 
unionists’. The author of the report concluded 
that 'there were a large number of Scottish Members 
of Parliament present, and they were greatly 
impressed with the decision, especially with the 


speeches of the miners'.l4 ` We may reflect 
today = pace those | staunchly Miberal (Fiteshire 
Miners ~ that very few of the contemporary Labour 


MPs could properly be called ‘socialist’ in any 
ordinary sense of the term, while a few of the 
Liberal MPs could be so described; but that was 
hardly the point. Some Liberals were flatly 
opposed to any change in the law, while others 
were very anxious that the Osborne decision should 
be reversed forthwith. Whether an acceptable 
compromise could be achieved was by no means clear. 
The Labour Party's problems were even more 
acute. Members of trade unions which had been 
contributing to the Labour Party sought, and 
obtained, injunctions against the central organs of 
those unions continuing to do so.1l9 A body 
called the Trade Union Defence League proceeded to 
send letters to other Unions, indicating that they 
were aware of members of those unions who were 
willing to act as plaintiffs against them, if 
necessary, in a similar cause.16 Quite early 
iia IL SL © the Labour Party's National Agent, 
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Arthur Peters, reported that lapses in trade union 
contributions attributable to the Osborne decision 
amounted to £138,639 and it was plain that other 
lapses were likely in the near future.l/ 


A combination of financial stringency, 
organisational weakness, knowledge that the 
liberals were the only people likely to effect any 
helpful change in trade union law, and real 


Sympathy with what the government was attempting to 
do in the constitutional crisis, appears to have 
operated in determining Labour's policy towards 
by-elections which arose in the course of 1910. 
Twenty-one seats fell vacant, seventeen of them in 
Great Britain. None of the vacancies arose in 
Labour-held constituencies, and Labour fought in 
only one place - Mid-Glamorganshire, where in no 
imaginable circumstances could Labour's inter- 
vention have resulted in a Unionist gain. Govan 
and Crewe, both of which had been fought by Labour 
in January, and which were a good deal more 
vulnerable Liberal seats, were ignored. 

In the course of 1910, the major parties 
gradually came to adopt their definitive positions 
on the future of the House of Lords. The 
Unionists, who had plenty of evidence that the 
Lords were unpopular, and who doubtless felt 
considerable embarrassment at some of the wilder 
statements from members of the Upper House, had to 
decide how far they should jettison the hereditary 
principle.l8 In March, the overwhelming Unionist 
majority in the Lords went so far as to accept 
unanimously Lord Rosebery's resolution ‘that the 
possession of a Peerage should no longer of itself 
give the right to sit and vote in the House of 


Lords' - a concession which would have been almost 
unthinkable a year or so earlier. The Liberal 
cabinet, in whose hands initiative necessarily 


resided, was deeply divided as to what solution 
would be inherently desirable, and in any event had 
to adjust its policy to many different forces 
pulling in different directions. !7 Eventually 
the government reached agreement, and its proposals 
for curtailing the power of the Lords were approved 
by the House of Commons. Yet they still had hopes 
of a compromise with the Opposition, and for a 
large pare "of Oroa Consti cuti ona iii eon rer ence 
with members from both parties, attempted to hammer 


out agreement. In the end, however, such efforts 
collapsed, and the Lords rejected the govenment's 
proposals. Parliament was dissolved in preparation 


for the second general election within twelve 
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months. 

The likelihood of a second 1910 election had 
long been accepted in political circles, and as far 
back as February the Labour Party had given serious 
thought to its strategy in that event. There were 
some areas where it was clear to the National Agent 
that they had spread their organisation too thinly 
On the ground in January. Peters reported that in 
the Glasgow area ‘we have been fighting Camlachie 
and Govan, together with the three adjoining 
constituencies in the county of Lanark . . . . The 
wiser policy seems to me to be to stick to 
Camlachie and let Govan go in the meantime . . .'. 
There were similar problems in Yorkshire, where 
‘the blunder of fighting Holmfirth, before circum- 
stances became favourable to us, was great’. 

Quite apart from such special problems there 
was a general need to restrict Labour's front: 


The alternative before us is, a much shorter 
list of candidates than we had last January, 
with a much bigger proportion of wins; or a 
Slightly sherter digt of candidates (1 do not 
believe that if an election came this year we 
could possibly put so many candidates in the 
field as we did in January) with a proportion 
of failures pretty much as we had then. In 
considering these alternatives . . . I would 
strongly surge s =» ~- Tiecessity oF la) >o = > 
considering the financial situation, (b) the 
equally great necessity of increasing our 
present representation in the House of Commons. 


No less striking is his assessment of the impor- 
tance of Liberal behaviour on Labour votes: 


. . . We ought to keep a very watchful eye 
upon the trend of events so as to discover 
whether the Liberal Party is coming- out in 
disgrace, or whether it will work with the 
same enthusiasm as it did in the last election 
by convincing the democratic electorate that 
it means business. In the first event, we 
mioh eO Sight i better inii three cornered 
tighaeg chea last January; in the Latter event 
we will probably do worse than we did last 
January because our weakness was then revealed 
and the relative position of Parties is now 
perfectly well known. 29 


'YVactical voting', which has attracted so much 
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attention in recent years, was familiar to experi- 
enced political organisers in 1910. l 

Í At an early stage in the second 1910 campaign, 
Asquith made a pronouncement which was probably 
tolerable to most people in his own party, and - 


while not wholly satisfactory to Labour - went a 
good way towards meeting its most acute anxieties. 
The government, ir returned, would 'propose 


legislation empowering Trade Unions to include in 
their objects and organisation the provision of a 
fund for parliamentary and municipal action and 
representation and kindred objects'.2l From this 
promise would eventually spring the Trade Union Act 
of 1913, which would do incalculable good to the 
Labour Parne and incalculable damage iE) the 
Liberals. From the short-term point of view, 
however, it was yet further evidence for Labour as 
to which of the major parties was more likely to 
serve its own interests. 

Only fifty-eight Labour candidates took the 
field in December 1910. Thirteen stood in harness 
with a Liberal in double-member constituencies. 
The ten such constituencies which the two parties 
had held in January were all succesfully defended, 
and in Sunderland the two allies each captured a 


seat from the Opposition. In single~member 
constituencies, Labour made four gains and suffered 
three losses ~ all of them in straight fights. Iip 
the London seat Ors Woolwich, which Labour 


recaptured, and three Lancashire seats of Newton, 
St. Helen's and Wigan which they lost, there had 
been straight fights against Unionists in January 
as well as December, and the change in repre- 
sentation is evidently due to no more than small 
local swings one way or the other. At Whitehaven 
and at Bow and Bromley, however, the Labour gain 
seems attributable to the withdrawal of a Liberal 
who stood in January. In the second of these, 
Lloyd George actively encouraged Liberals to rally 
behind the Labour candidate, George Lansbury. 22 
One Labour gain - West Fife ~- took place in freak 
conditions, and was the only seat which the party 
contrived either to win or to hold against Liberal 


opposition. In January, there had been a 
triangular contest, and the Liberal was returned. 
In December the Unionist withdrew, and Labour 


captured the seat in a straight fight against the 
Liberal. Examination of the figures suggests that 
most of the local Unionists, in the absence of a 
candidate of their own, preferred Labour to Liberal. 

The Liberal gains at Cockermouth and 
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Manchester South-West seem attributable iE ©) 
withdrawal of a Labour candidate who had stood in 
January. There are a few places like Gateshead 
where Labour withdrawal made an otherwise very 
vulnerable Liberal seat fairly safe. By contrast, 
at Glasgow Camlachie the Labour man, who had polled 
badly in January, remained in the field, and this 
May be responsible for the very narrow Liberal 
failure to capture the seat. The Liberals were at 
one point thinking of running a candidate against 
Labour's George Barnes in the nearby Glasgow seat 
of Blackfriars, but eventually they decided to the 
Conmtraryo As heyuold Ss News put it, from a radical 
Liberal standpoint, “5 o a two blacks do not make 
a white. We have nothing to gain by losing 
Mr Barnes' vote against the Lords.' 3 

Labour's failure to accommodate the Liberals 
at Camlachie, and the remarkable result at West 
Fife, appear to be manifestations of a phenomenon 
of which both earlier and later examples exist. 
Reporting on the Scottish Labour Conference in 
August 1911, Peters observed that ‘the strength of 
Liberalism in Scotland had had the effect of making 
the active man in the Labour movement there even 
more (violently) anti-Liberal than pro-Socialist or 
pro-Labour'.24 The National Agent did not 
analyse the matter closely, but it does seem 
possible that Labour's rise in central Scotland - 
and, indeed, in some parts of Lancashire and a few 
other places - follows an aberrant pattern as an 
indirect consequence of late nineteenth century 
Irish immigration. Where this took place on a 
large scale, the political “cooperation between 
Irish and Liberals induced many local working men 
to support the Conservatives. In most of the 
country, the Labour Party drew overwhelmingly on 
erstwhile Liberals; but where working-class 
Conservatives were exceptionally numerous, Labour 
drew quite heavily on them. In most of the country 
the erstwhile Liberals could readily revert to 
their old parey tt no Labour wanes ood whi lo in 
these special places voters could more _ readily 
transfer between Labour and Conservative than 
between Labour and Liberal. Thus the Unionists of 
West Fife could transfer more readily to Labour 
than to Liberal; the Liberal miners of West Fife 
felt exceptional amtagonism to the idea that trade 
unions should give financial backing to the Labour 
Party; while the Labour supporters in Camlachie 
Were Unwilling to PULL down their candidate in the 
hope of putting out -asUMionast; and it is quite 
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possible that the Liberal would not have benefited 
if they had done. 

Taking the December 1910 results as a whole, 
there was practically no change on those recorded 


earlier in the year. A couple of dozen marginal 
seats changed hands in one direction, a couple of 
dazen in the other. The Liberals and Unionists 


still almost exactly balanced, but with Labour help 
the Liberals were well ahead, and on this occasion 
the Irish did not have the reason for hesitation 
about supporting the government which they had felt 
in January. The possibility of taking a few Labour 
members into the government was bruited, but Labour 
refused to cooperate. Close as the Liberal and 
Labour Parties might be on current issues, the 
original raison d'étre of the Labour Party had been 
the perceived requirement of total independence and 
any action which might be seen as qualifying that 
independence would have caused a great furore among 
some of the party's members. 

In the concluding phases of the constitutional 
Crisis, co-operation between Liberal and Labour was 
close. The final form Ope the government's 
proposals was that the Lords would lose the right 
to block a money bill, while on imMseveiy eull orna 
matters they would henceforth be able to block 
measures for no more than two sessions of a 
particular Parliament. Halsbury's diehard revolt 
added considerable spice and excitement to the 
controversy, but in the end wise counsels prevailed 
even among the Conservative peers. On 18 August 
1911, the Parliament Bill at last received royal 
assent. 

During the earlier part of 1911, down to the 
passage of the Parliament Act, Labour followed the 
same policy of general abstinence from by-elections 
as it had pursued in the previous year. The one 
exception WES Noh. Lanarkshire, wiiee sie imac 
contested in January 1910 but not in December. 
this seems to be a further example of truculence 
among Scottish Labour supporters, for they had no 
realistic hope of winning the seat. 

Once the constitutional crisis was over, the 
mariage de convenance between Liberal and Labour 
rapidly broke up. During, the attum or Wom he 
main issue of parliamentary controversy was the 
National Insurance Bill, which received royal 
assent in December. In our own day there is little 
doubt that this measure represented one of the 
principal milestones towards the welfare state, yet 
Labour showed little gratitude. The support given 
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by MacDonald in the bill's concluding stages was 
distinctly lukewarm; while five Labour MPs went so 
far as to vote against the third reading.?2° 

Labour began to contest by-elections again with 
considerable eagerness. In the closing months of 
LOLL, ame im Lolz, we t@ueine Mor mly iim jolleces 
where it had stood before, but also in many new 


ones. In three by-elections of the period, it 
appears likely that Labour intervention was 
responsible for the Unionist winning a Liberal seat 
on a minority vote.2© At Hanley it was the 
Liberal who intervened in a Labour seat, and 


actually captured it in his own party's interest. 
By June 1914, the Liberal Magazine was complaining 
that of fifteen Unionist by-election gains, seven 
had occurred on a minority of the total poll in 
triangular contests where there had been a straight 
fight in December 1910.27 

The history of the Labour Party down to 1914 
divides into three periods. Down to a date just a 
little after the constitutional crisis began, 
Labour was winning considerable support, and was 
also serving as a goad, urging the Liberals in a 
radical direction. During the period of the 
constitutional crisis, Labour sought to minimise 
the damage it was doing by quid pro quo electoral 
arrangements. In the third period, which commenced 
immediately the constitutional crisis was over, 
Labour reverted to its old tactics of fighting the 
Liberals, but with profoundly different results. 
If Labour had sought before 1909 to make the 


Liberals more radical, this effect persisted. 
Nowhere was this brought out more sharply than at 
Hanley in July 1912, where the Liberal - an extreme 
land-taxer - was visibly most radical of the three 
candidates. In this period, Labour was neither 
stimulating the Liberals nor benefitting itself 
through its renewed truculence. The sole bene- 


ficiary was the Unionist Party. 
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Chapter Ten 


LABOUR AND WOMEN'S SUFFRAGE 


The relationship between the labour movement 
and the women's movement in the early twentieth 
century might well have been a straightforward 
story of harmonious alliance by two natural allies; 
indeed such an assumption does inform some recent 
writing on the subject .+ No doubt there are some 
grounds for this. As early as February 1901 the 
new Labour Representation Committee committed 
itself to adult suffrage for men and women. Labour 
was neither encumbered by the Conservatives' 
instinctive fear of a mass electorate, nor, since 
He Clic mere hold Gieitdes, unduly taxed by the 
dilemmas of legislating on the subject as were the 
Liberals. Yet British labour in 1900 was very far 
from feminist. Its female contingents were mostly 
small and peripheral. Among the constituent 
elements in the LRC women remained negligible in 
the trade unions, the Fabians and the SDF. Only in 
the ILP were they and their interests regarded 
sympathetically. Were, umei ISLE, Wels there eva 
provision tor women's representation on the 
National Executive of the party itself. Moreover, 
as the women's question grew more acute Labour's 
approach to it repeated that of the older parties. 
One sees a similar display of male prejudice, a 
similar reluctance to divide the party by giving 


priority to the women, similar calculations of 
party advantage, and a similar fragmentation of the 
sutfragist forces themselves. Women's 


entranchisement presents the classic dilemma of a 
political party with a wide range of interests 
contronted by a pressure group urging priority for 
its own CAUSE o Only a handful of Labour 
politicians were prepared to elevate women's 
suffrage above all else, even temporarily. Many, 
while supporting the idea, really wanted to wait 
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for adult suffrage; and some actually preferred 
adult male suffrage. Even if the vote had been 
accepted as an urgent matter, what, in any case, 
could Labour do about it? With few MP's the 
balance of power was never in its grasp and the 
party felt bound fairly closely to the post-1906 
Liberal governments both by policies and by 
electoral necessity. 

On the other hand it should be stressed that 
Labour showed itself less acutely divided and more 
generally favourable to women's suffrage than its 
rivals, at least if measured in terms of ONE TING] Sisal 
parliamentary divisions. 2 Had the party, 
however, been enthusiastically and inherently 
feminist it would scarcely have become embroiled in 
bitter controversies over the suffrage and, more 
importantly, it would have been quicker to seize 
the opportunity to outflank the other parties on 
the issue. Not until the eve of the first world 
War can it plausibly be argued that Labour was on 
the verge of accomplishing this. dim Cer ES 
account for the timing of these developments we 
must see the Edwardian phase in a longer-term 
COmilte tater. 

towards the end of the eighteenth century the 
potential of women for radical polities in Britain 
appeared promising. Among the reform clubs and 
societies of the revolutionary era women were 
active Participants; before 1832 they contributed 
to the campaign for parliamentary reform, suffered 
at Peterloo, and sometimes formed their own Female 
Reform Societies. After this time, however, things 
began to grow complicated. The Great Reform Act 
pronounced male persons as alone eligible as voters 
while the Chartists' sweeping constitutional 
demands noticeably ignored female enfranchisement. 
Though women assisted in the Anti-Corn Law League 
they. did so largely as providers of teas and 
decorators of meeting places. Whereas around the 
turn of the century women's claims had been viewed 
in edly abstract terms as a matter of individual 
rights, fifty years later their demands conjured up 
more concrete fears and expectations. In the 1860s 
the very speciive causes of the women pressure 
groups capitalised on the last years ol Victorian 
optimism but during the 1870s they were overtaken 
by the sense of shrinking opportunities and 
economic decline which cast both middle and 
working-class women as competitors in the eyes of 
Many men. Nor could the political “radicals any 
longer be relied upon to march with the women, 
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partly because they had achieved their objectives. 
When Mill advocated women's enfranchisement in the 
1860s it was not solely on grounds of justice but 
as a matter of expediency. By the 1880s when trade 
unions and socialist societies had begun to make 
some inroads on parliamentary politics women no 
longer seemed natural or necessary allies. The 
only party to succeed in harnessing women in 
hundreds of thousands was the Conservatives in the 


shape of the Primrose League after 1883. Radicals 
ot all kinds pondered the meaning of the League's 
success. Did it mean that women were naturally 


conservative? Many thought them more religious and 
thus susceptible to Anglican influence. Some felt 
that they were captivated by the romantic appeal of 
monarchy and the manly cause of empire and 
patriotism while others simply put it all down to 
skilful manipulation otf snobbery and deference. 

Of course, radical campaigns by small numbers 
of women were not lacking in this period. 
Unfortunately, however, pressure for improved 
women's education, entry into the professions, 
reform of the marriage, property and divorce laws, 
birth control and the abolition of the Contagious 
Diseases Acts profoundly disturbed politicians of 


all kinds. For the emerging labour movement in 
particular this appeared to be largely an argument 
among the middle classes, which is why late 


Victorian socialists often spoke disparagingly of 
' Bourgeois Women's Righters'. The Fabian Society, 
for example, though interested in the conditions of 
lite ‘of women, displayed little sympathy for their 
political-legal status. Beatrice Webb had actually 
signed the petition of women anti-suffragists in 
1889, though she later retracted. But it was not 
until 1906 that Fabian women managed to organise a 
revolt sufficient to force the inclusion of equal 
citizenship anong s the  oliidecral ‘objects or “the 
society. Socialists often argued that the women 
who were clamouring for the vote and professional 
careers would promptly relapse into political 
inertia once their limited demands had been 


satisfied. Inspired by mere individualism they 
laeckee any appreciation of the greater needs of 
working-class women, or of the collectivist 


solutione their condition. Tequinred. Such thinking 
is reflected in key figures among labour women like 
Margaret Bondfield. Reduced to fundamentals by 
Robert Blatchford it amounted to a warning that it 
was not yet safe to give women votes because they 
would undoubtedly use them against socialism. 3 
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Socialist anti-suffragists were inclined to 
rationalise their view by arguing that it would 
scarcely be worth the trouble of tinkering with the 
franchise for the benefit of a minority of women, 
for only after the accomplishment of socialism 
would women find emancipation through the 
eradication of industrial sweating, slum landlords 
and sexual exploitation. 

Of course these attitudes reflect a mixture of 
ideology with personality and temperament. One 
senses the blend of emotions in John Bruce 
Glasier’s supreme irritation with the Pankhursts: 


A weary ordeal of chatter about women's 


suffrage from 10 pm to 1.30 am - Mrs and 
Christabel Pankhurst belabouring me as 
Chairman of the party for its neglect of the 
question. At last get roused and speak with 


something like scorn of their miserable 
individúalhseisexrisnm n Really the pair 
are not seeking democratic freedom, but 
self-importance . . . . Christabel paints her 
eyebrows grossly and looks selfish, lazy and 
(ial JLiewul « They want to be ladies not workers, 
and lack the humility of real heroism.4 


Undoubtedly it was the prickly, self-doubting 
personalities like Glasier and MacDonald who 


reacted most strongly towards the dominant 
middle-class women so often encountered in the 
Campaign. Like Many parliamentarians Ramsay 


MacDonald's original suffragism tended to evaporate 
swiftly when he came under pressure to give precise 
pledges of support. Apart from a certain lack of 
sympathy with the dilemmas of middle-class women he 
also displayed an Asquithian sensitivity eo) 
extra-parliamentary agitation and thus was quickly 


alienated by Militancy. Further, MacDonald 
Betlected (typieal male rears as to ene implications 
of enfranchisement for both sexes. Echoing Sir 


Almroth Wright he warned that there was "much 
physiology | at the HO Ght of the suffragette 
movement',.° Similarly when he encountered a 
Women's Labour League proposal for a liberalisation 
ot the divorce laws, he promptly condemned the idea 
as ‘revolution’ and 'a very great menace'. 
Nonetheless, ate must be remembered that 
MacDonald agreed with the keener Labour suffragists 
as to the ultimate necessity for women's Sin 
tranchisement. They differed over the degree of 
urgency each was prepared to give it. Advocates of 
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the women's cause pointed out that adult suffrage 
remained a fairly distant prospect, while the grant 
of a vote even to a few women would at least bring 
the wider reform somewhat nearer. AS CO CNE 
argument that women would hinder socialism, 
suttragists took advantage of the growing tendency 
among the women themselves to argue their case from 
expediency. For example, Mrs Fawcett of the 
National Union of Women's Suffrage Societies was 
prepared to accept the anti-feminist view of women 
as different to men - at least in so far as most of 
them were unavoidably absorbed by child-birth, 
family and household management - but she contended 
that so far from being a disqualification for 
politics this experience enabled women to add a 


valuable extra dimension to it. Indeed social 
reform seemed to many contemporaries the natural 
rallying point for Labour and women. This approach 


was developed much further by some left-wing women 
like Isabella Ford and Charlotte Despard of the ILP 
who argued that as a result of the reponsibilities 
and sacrifices forced upon them women as a class 
were morally superior to men. Their entry into 
ponies therefore could be Vexpected te. have an 
improving, even purifying effect upon the system. 
Among male socialists Keir Hardie and George 
Lansbury notably subscribed to such sentiments. 
For them a socialist society had less to do with 
the efficient state of Fabian aspiration than with 
the creation of a compassionate, humanitarian 
society which would be greatly facilitated by what 
Hardie called ‘the coming of the mother element 
into politics'./ Again, this was as much a 
reflection Gf personality as of ideology on their 
abe Far from fecling threatened by middle-class 
ladies they responded warmly to them and felt 
prompted to make sacrifices on their behalf. 
Hardie, who exhibited an uncomplicated passion for 
women in general, retained a close affection for 
the Pankhursts in particular which had begun in the 
1890s with the ILP and survived the WSPU's break 
with Labour in the Edwardian period. Contem- 
poraries ascribed what they saw as Hardie’s 
obsession with women's suffrage to his fondness for 


Mrs Pankhurst - ‘the Delilah who had cut our 
Sampson's locks', as Glasier archly remarked — but 
TMS evidence now suggests a much closer 


relationship with Sylvia. 

With Hardie and Philip Snowden among its 
leaders the ILP emerged as the most suffragist 
section ot the labour movement in the sense that it 
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advocated even a very limited enfranchisement for 
women as a first instalment rather than holding out 
for universal enfranchisement of both sexes. 
However, even the ILP's reputation is easily 
exaggerated. Although its membership was open to 
women we do not know how many women actually 
joined. A recent exhaustive study of the party and 
its support largely ignores women.8 Indeed, the 
well-known ILP husband-and wife teams - Glasiers, 
Snowdens, Pethwick-Lawrences and MacDonalds - 
probably convey a misleading impression, for the 
rank and file do not seem to have welcomed the idea 
of women joining them actively in politics. As 
late as 1908 a labour organiser in the north-east 
complained: 


Some of the men - old Socialists - confessed 
to many years of work outside but had yet 
tailed tO ivin over (their onn wives ie 
(I) found some of the old trade unionists 
atraid we should spoil their homes by taking 


women out to meetings!!! 


Whatever the views of the ILP it remained only 
one element in the LRC which tended to move at the 
pace ot its slowest and weightiest section - the 
trade unions. The TUC's position fluctuated 
somewhat on the women's question. In 1884, when 
adult suffrage was not a serious prospect, it 
Supported the municipal vote for women ratepayers. 
BUG 2t then Forgot the subject and by 1901 adopted 
adult suffrage and subsequently condemned any 
limited vote for women. By 1913, in line with the 
party itself the TUC pronounced the inclusion of 
women to be an essential part of any government 
merenam jos lil. Before this conclusion was reached, 
however, the union leaders had been greatly 
inhibited in their approach to women's emancipation 
by pride and fear. This was the pride of men for 
whom the franchise was one element in their 
improved status which they would not easily 
share. O Their ear yas the fear OF the skilled 
for women as unskilled workers who would hold down 


wages and inhibit union agreements in an 
overstocked labour market. This actitude was 
expressed in terms of the ‘Living Wage', the idea 


of raising wage levels to the point where a single 
(male) wage-earner would be able to support an 
entire family. As trade unionists attained the 
vote and some direct representation in Parliament 
they used their influence on industrial legislation 
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to exclude women from occupations on the grounds 
ic MEE heavy, direy and dangerous work was 
inappropriate. Meanwhile, with the exception of 
cotton textiles, women were practically excluded 
from British trade unions.11l It was to remedy 
this state of affairs that the Women's Protective 
and Provident League had been founded in 1874, 
Subsequently changing 1ts name to the Women's Trade 
Union League. Barely tolerated at TUC conferences 
the WIUL's leaders in the Edwardian era, Mary 
MacArthur and Margaret Bondfield, did their best to 
play down suffragism in general and militancy in 
articular. This was partly tactical. Male unions 
were apt to refuse them funds because they believed 
the wTUL to be a suffragist organisation.12 But 
it was also a genuine sign of working-class women's 
dislike of the Pankhursts.13 One labour woman 
summed aie Up in 1908: “how very theatrical they 
aret t ole 

A far more independent women's section of the 
labour movement was the Women's Co-operative Guild, 
established in 1883, which attained a membership of 
30,000 under its secretary, Margaret Llewelyn 
Davies, in the Edwardian period. Even more than 
the WTUL the WCG aroused suspicion for teaching 
working women to organise and assert their rights 
vis a vis their husbands.15 Moreover Ite 
consistently asserted the need for women's rather 
than adult suffrage, although by 1909 antagonism 
towards the WSPU had weakened the WCG's resolve and 
led to the adoption of an adultist policy ~ clear 
evidence of the damaging effect of the Pankhursts 
within the women's organisations. 

Perhaps because of the existence Oi hese 
suffragist groups it was not until 1906 that the 
Labour Party itself risked setting up a women's 
section in the shape of the Women's Labour League. 
This was overdue if only as a means of remedying 
the party's chronic deficiency in electoral 
Organisation by tapping the energy of those who 
were unlikely to join through the usual routes. In 
the early days the WLL made considerable use of 
Margaret MacDonald whose visits to local groups 
were designed partly to ‘break down the prejudice 
which prevails even in our own ranks'.l© By 1913 
the WLL had established branches in 122 places, 
though some had lapsed, and claimed a small 
membership of 4,000.1 In view of its dependence 
on the party for an annual grant the WLL was not 
strongly placed to influence it over the women's 
question. Moreover, with orthodox party figures 
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like Bondfield, MacArthur, Kathleen Bruce Glasier 
and Margaret MacDonald among its leadership the WLL 
never seemed likely to allow women's suffrage to 
take priority over party loyalty. As a result the 
WLL, along with the WCG and the WTUL adopted adult 
suffrage and aligned .itself Under the People's 
Suffrage Federation from 1909. 

This acceptance of the adultist line, along 
with their working-class character, set these three 
groups somewhat apart from the more feminist 
organisations EOE whom the suffrage was the 
over mridingiiobpective: Inevitably it took the 
Labour Party some time to establish a working 
relationship with any of the suffragist groups not 
only because of their social character and neglect 
of adult suffrage, but because of their tactics. 
The largest was the National Union of Women's 
Suffrage Societies which since 1897 had been a 
loose federation of the constitutional societies in 
London and the provinces, some of which had existed 
since the 1860s. Though remarkably small before 
1900 the NUWSS grew rapidly after 1905, stimulated 
by militancy, reaching 54,000 members lony ala, A 
natural home for Liberals and Liberal Unionists, We 
also included Conservative and socialist women thus 
making good its claim to non-party status. Above 
all the NUWSS remained sedately middle class in its 
fondness for drawing room meetings and earnest 
lectures. The only significant exception to this 


concerns the Lancashire textile workers, many of 
whom actively sought the franchise and preferred 
the constitutional to the militant approach, 


though even they were only temporarily within the 
Nuwss .18 However, the real stumbling block to 
co-operation with Labour lay in Mrs Fawcett's flat 
Opposition to adult suffrage as tactically mistaken 
and undesirable in itself, whieh of course was 
inextricably bound up with the insistence ọn a 
non-party strategy. Not until 1912 did the NUWSS 
infringe LES Hen-patey Gance amd LaBOur modify 
its adultist views. 

Despite its extravagant claims the Women's 
Social and Political Union was even less in touch 
with working-class women, though the Pankhursts' 
personal connection with the ILP did persist into 
EMS early 190085. Nonetheless it seemed important 
to lay claim to wide support. A late as 1905 Mrs 
Pankhurst had the impertinence to attack the 
adultist Harry Quelch at the LRC conference in the 
following terms: 


240 


Labour and Women's Suffrage 


Mr Quelch was probably able to speak for the 
women of property because he mixed with those 
of the highest aristocratic circles. She and 
those associated with her spoke for those 
workin women who would benefit under the 
Bill.l 


This, of course, was pure fantasy. After their 
move to London in 1906 the Pankhursts abandoned any 
attempt to mobilise the Lancashire cotton textile 


girls. However, they took care to retain one, 
Annie Kenny, whose function was to prove that 
working women wanted the vote. The anti- 


suffragists also produced tame workers to prove 
that they did not. Meanwhile the Pankhursts threw 
their energies into cultivating the Conservative 
leaders and tapping the funds and support of 
metropolitan society. 20 JHE Labour the 
turning-point came in 1906 when the WSPU intervened 
in a by-election at Cockermouth to secure the 
defeat otf the Liberal but refused to urge support 
for the suffragist Labour candidate rather than the 
Conservative. However, the break was of no great 
significance to Labour except insofar as TIE 
complicated the position of Keir Hardie, for the 
WSPU had but a small and diminishing following. 
Co-operation would only have brought discredit upon 
the party. 

On the other hand the repeated splits within 
the ranks of the militants did serve to detach 
left-wing women more congenial to Labour. Sylvia 
Pankhurst herself, who retained her father's 
radical-socialist faith, was eventually evicted 
from the WSPU for attempting to mobilise working 
women in her East London Federation. However, even 
in the East End her support remained very small, 
while Sylvia herself was so incapable of co- 
operating with others that she remained peripheral 
to the labour movement. A major breakaway occurred 
in 1907 which led to the setting up of the Women's 
Freedom League under Charlotte Despard, Anne Cobden 
Sanderson, Marion Coates Hanson and Teresa 
Billington Greig. Though committed to militant 
methods they were ILP supporters who could no 
longer stomach the Pankhursts' autocratic control 
of the WSPU or their increasingly Conservative 
sympathies. In addition 1912 saw the painful 
extrusion of Frederick and Emmeline Pethwick- 
Lawrence from the WSPU, which led to another new 
body, the United Suffragists. In the long run this 
continual division of suffragism along political 
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lines was greatly to Labour's advantage, though in 
the immediate situation it seemed only to com- 
Plicate an already confused picture. 

For the first few years of its life the LRC 
regarded women's suffrage as peripheral to its main 
concerns. After LIOS; however, IE became 
increasingly diftiicul: to do SO. HOE as 
enfranchisement appeared to grow imminent the party 
could not easily avoid saying what sort of 
franchise it would accept, and what pressure it 
would exert in Parliament on behalf of the women. 
Weenies stage all Ghe Swi raci sE organisations were 
willing to accept enfranchisement for women on the 
same terms as men, which was often referred to as 
'equal suffrage'. In practice this would have 
meant that the Great Majority of married women 
would be excluded because their husbands were the 
householders, and thus restricted the franchise to 
women who possessed a household qualification in 
their own right Owr &I ten pound occupation 
qualification. An ‘equal suffrage’ measure along 
these lines was variously estimated to create one 
to one and a halt million women voters against the 
existing 7-5 e9 GLO million men. Both male and 
female supporters of this strategy simply contended 
that the vital thing was to establish the principle 
ot parliamentary votes for women regardless of the 
numbers initially involved and, although it would 
mean enfranchising a few women before several 
million men, there was no general demand for the 
wider measure yet. Therefore £O Ansist on aduis 
suffrage or nothing was merely prevarication. 

Outside the tanks of the ILP, however, adult 
suffrage remained the usual preference in the 
labour movement. it was felt that the system was 
already too heavily biassed in favour of propertied 
people, and Labour candidates in local government 
contests sometimes blamed their defeats on 
Opposition by the women on the municipal registers 
who were the ones likely to quality fOr a parlias= 
mentary vote,2l Efforts were made to counter 
this damaging criticism through surveys of women 
Municipal electors in 1404, 1905 and 1911 which 
showed that, far from comprising merely wealthy 
widows and spinsters, the electorate was at least 
four-tifthħhs working class.22 Although industrial 
areas were chosen EON these canvasses the 
working-class proportion seems suspiciously high, 
and the fact tnat they were conducted by two 
Inkerested! parties, the TLE and the WCG, deprived 
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the findings of authority. 

Despite their reservations Labour MPs 
invariably voted for ‘equal suffrage' bills in the 
knowledge that they would not progress beyond a 
second reading stage. However, they preferred the 
kind of measure proposed by the Liberal, Willoughby 
Dickinson, in 1907 and 1913 which included the 
provision that a married woman living in a dwelling 
house or lodging for which her husband was entitled 
to register should not be disqualified merely on 
account of being married. This was the idea most 
favoured by leading suffragist ministers like Lloyd 
George, but it fell between two stools. It could 
not be introduced as a government bill while the 
Liberals remained divided, especially in the 
cabinet. Nor was it likely to succeed as a back- 
bench bill because it alienated many Conservative 
suffragists who were only prepared to go as far as 
an ‘equal terms' measure. Thus most of the 
parliamentary initiatives took the form of futile 
attempts to legislate for equal franchise by an 
all-party Conciliation Committee. David 
Shackleton, the Labour MP for Clitheroe, whose 
union included many women, promoted the first of 
the Conciliation Bills in 1910. 

This hopeless Conciliation strategy arose out 
of the original miscalculation of Victorian women 
suffragists in refusing to commit themselves to a 
political party in the hope of uniting suffragists 
of all shades. As a result they were as slow to 
appreciate the significance and potential of the 
new LRC as it Was te seek co-operation with them. 
At the 1904 LRC Conference a resolution backed by 
Isabella Ford and the ILP, for enfranchisement of 
women on the same basis as in municipal elections, 


slipped through with little discussion. In the 
same year a bill on similar lines, drawn up by 
Hardie, was introduced in the Commons by Will 
Crooks. These moves, plus the growing attention 


attracted by the militant campaign, provoked the 
opponents of limited reform. Consequently the 1905 
conference resolution from the Amalgamated Society 
of Engineers which supported adult suffrage but 


also endorsed Crooks’ Joyal ILIL p was amended on a 
proposal from the London Trades Council. This had 
the effect of committing Labour to adult suffrage 
and accepting nothing less. Moreover, five 
subsequent conferences between 1906 and 1910 
reaffirmed this line. As a result Labour and 


women's suffragism drew apart during these years. 
An indication of future trouble came in 1907 when 
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conference threw out an ‘equal suffrage’ resolution 
by 605,000 votes to 268,000. As the conference 
drew to a close Keir Hardie stunned the delegates 
by threatening that if the decision on ‘equal 
suffrage’ were to restrict MPs voting in Commons' 
divisions he would have to reconsider his member- 
Ship Of the party. Although it was accepted that 
the MPs were free to vote as they wished on bills 
that Eells short or adult Suttrage, Hardie got into 
a similar row only three months later at the ILP 
conference. To his dismayed colleagues it seemed 
that Hardie was getting the whole issue out of 
Proportion. 

The argument between adultists and "equal 
suffragists' rumbled on Until 1912 when it reached 
a climax as a result “of the Bow and Bromley 
by-election. After 1910 when the Liberals lost 
ceir overall majority labour io A2 meEmDerS were 
expected to be able to exert real Pressure on 
them. In fact this was not easy, if only because 
the Irish, with twice as Many members, had the 
power to keep the government in office. Even so, 
the Pankhursts insisted that Labour should prove 
its good faith by opposing the government on every 
question until women's suffrage had been enacted. 
For reasons already suggested there was never any 
question of Labour contemplating such a step, 
especially on this issue. Hardie, however, did 
much to improve the party's reputation by his 
vociferous attacks on successive Home Secretaries, 
Herbert Gladstone, Churchill and McKenna. In the 
end Asquith's obstructionism pushed him beyond 
this. In 1911 the pressure on Asquith from within 
the Liberal Party led the Prime Minister 
reluctantly to promise parliamentary time for the 
Conciliation Bill. Once given, this offer was 
quickly regretted and at the instigation of Lloyd 
George the government next announced its own 
Franchise and Registration Bill which, although not 
including women, would be capable of amendment so 
as to enfranchise them if the House wished it. 
Although this was the first real chance of success 
the women had had in forty years of campaigning 
their leaders reacted with uniform hostility on the 
grounds that it was just another Ploy to scuttle 
the Conciliation Bill and advance to full male 
suffrage. For the critics this interpretation was 
proved subsequently when the third Conciliation 
Bill was defeated by fourteen votes and the 
government's own bill was abandoned following the 
Speaker's ruling in January 1913 that it conle not 
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be amended by a women's clause. 

Hardie and Lansbury, outraged by what they 
considered Labour's feeble response to Asquith's 
chicanery and forcible feeding of suffragettes, now 
demanded tougher sanctions by the party. Lansbury, 
who had not endeared himself to his colleagues by 
getting expelled from the House for insulting 
Poquithe in the summer, Next “circulated all the 
local parties urging them to insist that the MPs 
voted against the government's bill unless women 
were included. The NEC, having consulted the 
parliamentary party, agreed to urge the inclusion 
of women, but ruled that Lansbury's proposal was 
out of line with the decisions of party con- 
ference. 23 A memorandum drawn up privately by 
the NUWSS at this time suggested that as many as 
eleven Labour members, mostly from the ILP, would 
opppose the Liberals on the third reading.24 
This, however, was probably optimistic. The only 
test arose over the government's bill to abolish 
plural voting in 1913 when only Hardie, Snowden and 
James O'Grady rebelled. 

Lansbury felt so disgusted with his colleagues 
that he took the fool-hardy step of resigning his 
seat with a view to obtaining a specific mandate 
for his suffrage views from his electors. Bow and 
Bromley, though a working-class constituency in the 
Kast End, had never been an easy one for radicals. 
Liberal and Labour frequently fought against each 
other, and the Conservatives had won the seat as 
recently as January i910. Lansbury was rather 
lucky that in the December election the Liberals 
withdrew and he received public support from Lloyd 


George. Not surprisingly he enjoyed no financial 
and little moral backing from the Labour Party or 
the ILP in the by-election of November. Hardie 


resigned from the NEC in order to be free to speak 
for him, but Will Thorne and James O'Grady were the 
only other MPs to take part in his campaign. Both 
money and organisation had to be improvised by the 


local URC) the NUWSS and the WSPU. 25 
Unfortunately each group seemed to run its own 
campaign from separate committee rooms. The 


result, for the electors, was a confusing debate 
over militancy within the other debate on the 
merits of women's suffrage. Though the Pankhursts 
prided themselves on their powers of persuasion the 
fact is that WSPU meetings in the area had been 
attracting a good deal of hostility for some 
time, Their descent upon the working- 
class voters simply stirred up male resentment, 
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particularly as they went out of their way to 
emphasise their Opposition to Lansbury's 
socialism. Lansbury himself only compounded the 
problem by ignoring the Labour Party except to draw 
attention to his disagreements with it and to 
emphasise his record or rebellion against Liberal 
legislation. This inept display could hardly have 
been better calculated to alienate his former 
Supporters. Lansbury's share of the poll fell from 
95 per cent to just under 45 per cent, allowing his 
Conservative anti-suffragist opponent a comfortable 
victory. 

Nor was this loss the end of this particular 
chapter. For 1913 brought a new measure, the 
Prisoners (Ill Health) Temporary Discharge Bill 
(later known as the 'Cat and Mouse’ Act) which 
enabled the authorities to release suffragettes in 
serious ill-health and re-arrest them later. While 
Hardie was outraged by this MacDonald, Chairman of 
the parliamentary party since 1911, considered that 
the women had deliberately invited severe treatment 
and should not expect martyrdom to be anything but 
painful. Lansbury completed his own martyrdom by 
earning a three month prison sentence during 1913 
when he too went on hunger strike. More serious 
was the estrangement of Hardie from the party 
throughout 1912-14, Indeed, despite a rap- 
prochement with the ILP when it celebrated its 
twenty-first year in 1914, he never returned to the 
centre of the movement again. 

The fiasco of Bow and Bromley seems to mark 
the nadir of Labour's relations with the women's 
movement. This, however, is scarcely a complete 
view of the situation. Much earlier in 1912 an 
alternative strategy had emerged which in the long 
run was tO prove infinitely more important than the 
increasingly peripheral antics of the Pankhursts 
and Lansbury. At the party conference vic 
Birmingham in January the usual debate took a new 
turn when Arthur Henderson incorporated into an 
adult suffrage resolution a warning that ‘no bill 
can be acceptable to the Labour and Socialist 
movement which does not include women'. Though 
less than a promise to vote against a government 
bill it marked the first step in that direction. 
Henderson, a consistent if phlegmatic suffragist, 
was ideally placed to bring the two sides together 
apa) irom) NSL co LOJ; when women te suffrage was 
finally written into a government bill, he played 
the key rele en the Labour side. 

Henderson's resolution was well-timed to draw 
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a response from the moderate women suffragists, for 
by 1912 many of the NUWSS leaders were ready to 
accept that their strategy had been mistaken. In 
Particular the Conciliation Bill looked both futile 
and slightly dishonest in that iE involved 
harnessing the support of politicians of quite 
inconsistent views. If the non-party tactic was 
doomed the obvious alternative was to identify the 
party most likely to pledge itself as a party to 
the cause. Clearly Labour was the best candidate. 
When the third Conciliation Bill went down to 
defeat by fourteen votes in March 1912 it was noted 
that no Labour MPs had voted against it whereas 
Many Liberal supporters had done so. 

Initial approaches were made by the NUWSS 
through Henry Noel Brailsford, a journalist, who 
had resigned his post with the Daily News in 1909 
on account of his disagreement with the paper's 
views on forcible feeding. After talks with 
Henderson in April the NUWSS called a meeting of 
representatives of 370 affiliated societies in 
May who uo ee the new policy by a large 
majority.? Essentially they were offering to 
raise a special fund (the Election Fighting Fund) 
and designate election organisers to assist Labour 
MPs and candidates in seats held by anti-suffragist 
liberals. At this stage they denied that this 
amounted to an alliance with Labour on the grounds 
that they would not work against ‘tried friends’ in 
other parties and would extend the policy to any 
party willing to give Support as a party to the 
cause. The EFF work was kept separate from the 
rest of the NUWSS activity and directed by Margaret 
Robertson, Catherine Marshall and Kathleen 
Courtney. Other EFF activists included Helena 
Swanwick, Maud Royden, Isabella Ford, Margaret 
Ashton, Ada Nield Chew, Selina Cooper and Annot 
Robinson, all of whom had experience in trade union 
or socialist politics. Some, like Ada Nield Chew 
had dropped out of labour affairs, alienated by the 
uncompromising adultist line, to concentrate on the 
women's cause. Now a rapprochement began to occur 
under EFF auspices. 

All the evidence suggests that the initiative 
came from the women's side. Indeed, Labour, as 
Brailsford complained, responded but hesitantly and 
suspiciously, fearing, to some extent rightly, that 
the NUWSS was trying to use the party for its own 
purposes. This was a time when, owing to the 
Osborne Judgement, the party felt hindered by lack 
of ready funds, but perhaps as a result of that was 
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inhibited by pride from taking the NUWSS money. 
MacDonald for one expressed the fear that the party 
was being, or might be thought to be, bought by the 
women's organisation. Partly for this reason 
Labour wanted its co-operation to be unack- 
nowledged. Yet this was unacceptable to the women, 
for the immediate advantage of the scheme lay in 
frightening the Liberals with an imminent collapse 
of their electoral strategy. In addition the NUWSS 
was taking considerable risks in helping Labour at 
all. Many Liberal loyalists resigned during 
1912-14, while Conservative and Liberal Unionist 
members were much embarrassed by the new 
policy.28 Nonetheless, although the party 
formally discussed the matter with the NUWSS 
through a sub-committee of the NEC, it never gave 
pledges as to its actions in Parliament, nor did it 
interpret the EFF as applying to the party. 2] 
Rather it was for the assistance of individual 
Labour candidates, which if true in the letter was 
increasingly inconsistent with the Sowieile Cie cMe 
scheme. 

MacDonald's hesitation over the EFF was 
justified by the serious immediate and long-term 
electoral implications it carried. Aiter only a 
decade of life Labour had attained a parliamentary 
strength of forty-two, mainly as a result of the 
electoral pact with the Liberals and the 
attiliation of the Miners Federation. Yet this no 
longer impressed or satisfied local activists 
especially in the ILP, who constantly agitated for 
extra candidates to be sanctioned by the NEC and 
disparaged the MPs for tamely supporting the 
government. But since few Labour members expected 
to hold their seats in a three-cornered fight 
MacDonald was far from convinced, in HLS, Chat 
the time had come to declare complete independence 
of the Liberals. Indeed, in May 1912 there were 
Only six constituencies other than those held by 
Labour where the NEC had approved a candidate. 30 
On the other hand the NUWSS had no wish to confine 
its work to defending the sitting members. To 
shift the log-jam it must squeeze the Liberals 
where they were most vulnerable by fomenting revolt 
among their working-class voters. In short any 
Labour co-operation with the EFF was inconsistent 
with its existing arrangements with the Liberals. 
Fortunately the 1903 pact itself had never been 
formally acknowledged. In 1912 it was AOE Geriel 
in existence, though the expectation was that it 
would be resuscitated for the next general election. 
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Although the initiatives of the NUWSS in no 
sense caused Ehe breakdown in electoral 
co-operation between the Liberal and Labour 
parties, which took place from 1912 onwards, it 
certainly made it more feasible and electorally 
effective for Labour. For the EFF strategy worked 
with the grain of local Labour activism. It 
brought the satisfaction of four seats lost by the 
government in the first eight by-elections in which 


its workers were involved. 31 Labour gained no 
seats but achieved some high polls which were 
freely attributed to EFF organisation. A number of 


the NUWSS women had experience in tasks such as 
registration in which Labour was notably deficient, 
and its practice of using women in full sympathy 
with Labour's priorities to address cottage 
meetings throughout the working-class communities 
was much better calculated to win sympathy for 
suffragism than the shriller exhortations of the 
militants. 

From Labour's side there was a sufficiently 
positive response to justify the new strategy. In 
January 1913 conference advanced a little beyond 
the 1912 decision by calling on the parliamentary 
party to oppose any franchise bill from which women 
were excluded. Whereas the margin had been three 
to two in 1912 it was now two to one, largely as a 
result of the miners' vote which had been hostile 
in 1912, neutral in 1913 and was to be suffragist 
thereafter. Not that MacDonald had any intention 
ot leading a revolt in the Commons. Even at this 
early stage the sovereignty of conference was 
largely theoretical. But the possibility of a 
Labour rebellion served the NUWSS purpose tolerably 
well, for it complemented the efforts it was making 
simultaneously to build up expectations of an 


imminent Conservative commitment to an ‘equal 
terms' bill. In this context the EFF does appear 
as a purely tactical device. Undoubtedly for 


Mrs Fawcett and others it never represented more 
than a temporary expedient to be abandoned as soon 
as the desired legislation was safely on the 
statute book. However, a strategy of this kind 
gathers a momentum of its own, especially if it 
coincides with the mood of the rank and file on 


each side. By 1913 fundamental cracks were opening 
up in the Liberal Party over the suffrage 
question. During the last two years of peace the 


Women's Liberal Federation was losing thousands 
of members as a result of the impasse, and Liberal 
women workers were adopting a  non-co-operation 
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policy towards unsatisfactory Liberal 
candidates. 32 The NUWSS adhered to its promise 
to avoid opposing tried friends in only one case, 
that of Stanley Buckmaster, the Liberal candidate 
at Keighley. It opposed Liberal suffragists at 
both Houghton-le-Spring and North West Durham. By 
April 1913 plans were being laid with the Labour 
chief agent, Arthur Peters, for a joint general 
election campaign involving initial registration 
work under the EFF followed by the adoption of new 
candidates.33 Agreements had been concluded to 
assist twenty-five sitting members most in need, 
and Many prime targets had been identified among 
Liberal anti-suffragists, notably McKenna (North 
Monmouth), Hobhouse (East Bristol), Harcourt 
(Rossendale) and Pease (Rotherham). As a result 
joint Labour-suffragist committees sprang up in 


these constituencies regardless OT the 
apprehensions of those at party headquarters. 34 
As Catherine Marshall recognised, these 


developments could not easily be halted even if a 
sudden change in the Prime Minister's position 


occurred. If the EFF was crystallising into a 
wider alliance with Labour than Originally 
contemplated this was probably unavoidable, for 
'there is nothing to hope for from the Liberal 
Partyy even when Home Rule and Welsh 


Disestablishment are out of the vay 3 

During the last two years of peace all the 
indicators suggest a steady convergence of the 
Labour and moderate suffragist forces. In ISS the 
TUC rallied behind the party's line on franchise 
legislation. The NUWSS built on the sympathy 
engendered by its electoral work by enrolling some 
46,000 working-class men and women as Friends of 
Women's Suffrage by August 1914. At the same time 
the predictions made by Brailsford in 1912 about 
the middle-class movement were beginning to come 
true: 


The Liberal women are in the midst of a split, 
and all the more active of them are preparing 
to back our plan. indeed, I am sure that the 
whole suffrage movement, excluding the inner 
ring of the WSPU, would have come into it, if 
the Labour Party had cared to take it... T 
I believe that in the course of a ISRC 
alliance Tost of them “would end by becoming 
decided and permanent adherents of the Labour 
Party. 36 
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The significant thing is that although the 
first world war diminished interest in the vote for 
a time, it pushed the process outlined by 
Brailsford further and faster ahead. In under- 
miniog the faith of many radical Liberals in their 
party it exacerbated the existing divisions within 
Edwardian Liberalism. Even the NUWSS rapidly split 
three ways over the war. The most anti-war faction 
led by Helena Swanwick, Isabella Ford and the 
former Liberal, Ethel Williams, quit and joined the 
Union of Democratic Control, while a more moderate 
group including Marshall and Margaret Ashton 
recoiled from Mrs Fawcett's pro-war stance and 
subsequently became involved in the No Conscription 
Fellowship. By such routes many of the women 
activists who had drifted away from Liberal 
loyalties over the years gravitated to Labour after 
1918 in the belief that it had become the better 
vehicle for the radical tradition in British 
politics. 
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Chapter Eleven 


LABOUR AND IRELAND 


Ever since the ‘Hawarden Kite' of December 
1885 the Liberal Party had been viewed as the 
EGALSINC! Gye ire ILeyaiel The Irish National League and 
the United Irish League were the means of FeLV] 
nationalist support in Ireland and Bei eeuing Elev! Am 
the latter country the emigrant vote was directed, 


without fail, to the Liberals. WINS eligiealsyelt, Git 
working class candidates, or candidates poaching 
specifically for the labouring vote, upset the 
earlier neat arrangement. Some of these new 


candidates were Irish, or of Irish descent; many of 
the Irish voters worked in poor surroundings and 
could identify with the new programme. At the same 
time Irish Catholics often found the socialism of 


these candidates distasteful, or believed that 
voting for a worker would only give the seat to the 
Tories. BORN between the claims of class 


solidarity and the national question the leaders of 
the Irish community supported the Liberals.1l Up 
until the establishment of the ILP in 1893 the 
battle for the Irish vote was not keam. Labour's 
early hopes were often dashed. Hardie angrily 
asked the Irish electors of West Ham South in leon 
Se you say that it is a case of Home Rule first? 
Pecan understand an frishman im Connemenare saying 
that but here in West Ham it is Labour eles” o2 
Despite having James Sexton, Tom McCarthy and Pete 
Curran, who began their political careers in the 
Nationalist movement, as candidates, the ILP failed 
cro Ger the Irish vote. One Irishmen explained the 
Situation thus: ‘We had not one word to Say against 
the Labour perty o a ~o bue Ehe Labour party was 
Stiil young “and all ae could co at the moment was 
to transfer seats to the Tories' .3 

By the turn of the century however TNE 
situation had changed somewhat. The Liberals under 
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Rosebery were becoming increasingly imperialistic, 
while the formation of the LRC in 1900 meant that 
Labour was able to fight more effectively. Labour 
candidates got Irish support in a number of 
by-elections and in 1906 Hardie was hopeful of 
Irish support in Leeds where ‘the Irish vote will 
be cast solidly for LRC candidates as Redmond is 
bent on a war of extermination against Roseberyian 


candidates'.4 Irish speakers in Britain, after 
PEressimawthar tobe elective the Irish vote must 
be united, seemed to be veering towards Labour. 


J.G. Swift MacNeill said in Stockport that ‘when 
the choice lies between a Labour and Liberal 


member, and the Labour member has a chance of 
election, the Irish vote should be recorded for 
him'.°? Redmond uttered the same sentiments in 
Glasgow. "Wherever it is possible, the Irish 


electore  oughE to Give preference to the Labour 
candidate'. He hoped Labour would greatly increase 
its representation in the new Parliament. © The 
UIL manifesto had good news for Labour also. ig 
believed that ‘a great opportunity now seems to 
offer itself to increase the representation of 
British Labour in the House of Commons’. It urged 


the Irish voters in all cases ‘where a Labour 
candidate who is sound on Home Rule is in the 
field, to give their vote to that candidate’. 


Since all Labour men were Home Rulers it appeared 
they had obtained the Irish vote, but two 


conditions were attached. Where Labour was 
‘standing against an old and tried friend of the 
Irish cause', or where the support of the Labour 


candidate would ensure the return of the Unionist 
candidate, the vote was not to be given to Labour. 
These two qualifications meant that a Labour man 
in a three-cornered contest would not receive 


the Irish mandate unless the Liberal was a 
Roseberyite./ The Labour Leader claimed the 
Irish had 'made the claims of the Labour candidate 
subordinate to the interests of Liberals', and were 


‘only supporting the Labour man because he was 
punishing some anti-Home Rule Liberal of a par- 
ticularly obnoxious type'.8 In the event the 
destination of the Irish vote in the 1906 election 
was of only slight importance as the Liberals were 
returned with a massive majority and Home Rule 
failed to materialise as a major election issue. 
Labour's performance was probably most disap- 
pointing in Scotland where twelve candidates polled 
almost 34,000 votes, but only two were elected. 
The 1903 Gladstone-MacDonald pact did not apply to 
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Scotland which was a factor in this. So also was 
the prevalence of sectarianism which saw workers 
attacking each other ‘so that the true religion 
(and the contractor) might flourish’. >° The Irish 
were often the victims in these clashes, and in 
their ghettos tended to be directed to a large 
extent by the priest, who despite reservations 
about their educational policies, preferred the 
Liberals to the strident socialism of the Labour 
men. Labour's two Scottish wins were Blackfriars 
(Glasgow) where Barnes triumphed, and Dundee where 
Wilkie was elected. The Irish vote had helped 
Barnes to his 310 vote victory over Bonar Law, but 
Wilkie was elected ‘without conspicuous help from 
the Irish'.l0 he Irish vote in Camlachie, Govan 
and Lanark North East was given to Burgess, Murray 
and Sullivan, the Labour candidates. Here the 
Unionists made three gains, but it was not 
Suggested that the Irish switch from the Liberals 
was solely responsible for the change. Because of 
cde illereteoral pace there were few triangular 
contests in England and Wales, and Labour won only 
four seats against Liberal opposition. Ti Sove 
West Ham the substantial Irish vote went to Will 
Thorne, while in Newcastle upon Tyne the Irish 
voters agreed to split the vote between the Liberal 
and Labour candidates, with two candidates for two 
seats. Labour's F. Rose (Stockton), F. Jowett 
(Bradford West) and J. O'Grady (Leeds East) got the 
Irish vote, and while the two latter were elected, 
Stockton passed to the Tories from the Liberals. 
Irishmen J.R. Clynes and Stephen Walsh got the 
Irish vote and were elected, but the Liberal rather 
than Pete Curran got the Irish Support in Jarrow. 
Hyndman was opposed at Burnley, but at Deptford 
where Bowerman was one of Labour's triangular 
winners and where it appeared the local Irish were 
nee too enthusiastic, TIP, O'Conner wired his 
Support, ‘You have the full support of the Irish 
party and organisation. Irish leaders helped 


anti-Tory candidates, with Davitt addressing 
nineteen Labour meetings, finishing in Leeds, and 
Wal, 0)" Clovatavexe addressing up to five meetings 


Nighely “in “favour sof Libere and Labour candi- 
dates. In the 1906 general election, therefore, 
Irish voters supported the Home Ruler most likely 
to Tain. Unfortunately for Labour, the Liberal 
candidate was often a better bet. The Freeman 
accepted that ‘Labour has a good deal to complain 
of in the way it has been treated in the allotment 
Of seats‘, but found it hard to understand 'on what 
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principles the ILP proceeds in the choice of seats 
to be contested! .12 Despite the frequently 
admitted justification of Labour's demands, it is 
clear that the Irish, placing Home Rule in the 
primary position, wanted the return of a strong 
Liberal ministry. 

When the extent of the Liberal victory made 
them independent of the Irish votes, the Irish 
party organisation was less inclined to give full 
support to Liberal candidates in early by- 
elections. At the same time, Labour could not be 
trusted either on the education question, the most 
pressing Irish issue after Home Rule. Not 
surprisingly therefore, no official advice was 
given to the Irish voters in the Cockermouth and 
Huddersfield by-elections late in 1906. It was 
believed that in both cases the Irish vote assisted 
the Unionist candidates. In the remaining 
by-elections before 1910 Irish involvment was 
Ssiligloe - The one notable exception was the Jarrow 
by-election in July 1907. At the general election 
the Liberals had defeated Irishman and socialist, 
Pete Curran. Now the Unionists intervened, as did 
the Irish, running J. O'Hanlon of Wallsend. The 
Labour Leader reported that ‘the relationship 
between the Irish Nationalist and the Labour party 
has hitherto been difficult enough in British 
constituencies, the new policy will make it. harder 
than ever'.1t3 Curran won and O'Hanlon finished 
last behind the Liberal. O'Hanion's vote of 2,122 
was about the estimated Irish vote, but Irish 
leaders would not accept that any missing votes had 
gone to Curran. The Freeman chose to emphasise the 
fact that a majority of the voters were for Home 
Rule.14 Jarrow was a severe demonstration of the 
tension among Irish voters between the demands of a 
Liberal ministry engaged in other social reforms 
and a Labour Party sound on Home Rule but unable to 
deliver. The dilemma would reappear in 1910. 

The 1906 general election returned a strong 
Irish Party, a vast Liberal majority and a small 
Labour presence, all in varying degrees favourable 
to Home Rule. The Irish issue was not dealt with 
during the first year of the new Parliament, as it 
became clear that among the Liberals, the old 
Gladstonian enthusiasm for Home Rule was no more. 

When the Irish Council Bill was introduced in 
1907, Shackleton reminded the House that Labour 
members were ‘certainly strong Home Rulers before 
we were ever constituted as a separate party’, and 
as such they ‘should have been better pleased this 
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afternoon if we had been listening to a Home Rule 
speech', He regretted that the Liberals had lost 
their old democratic spirit argued that eels 
government for Ireland will have to come some day', 
and believed that ‘the longer it is delayed the 
more will have to be paid'. He accepted the 
measure as a step in the right direction and 
pledged the Labour Party's support for any efforts 
the Irish would make ‘to extend the measure in the 
direction of giving greater power to Irishmen to 
administer the affairs of their own country'.15 

The government withdrew the measure in face of 
Irish opposition. When the Irish Party moved an 
amendment to the address in 1908, raising Irish 
self-government, Labour tendered their whole- 
hearted sympathy and support'. Barnes stated that 
'British rule had proved itself to be alien to the 
spirit of the Irish people, and contrary to their 
wishes, and that was sufficient to condemn it'. In 
his summary he declared that he was in fa votnrnikof 
Home Rule because the Irish were entitled to ler 
British rule was not working, and he had long been 
in favour of general devolution,.16 For the 
remainder of that Parliament Home Rule faded into 
the background. 

By 1909 it became clear that a general 
election could not be long delayed and the Liberals 
and Labour resumed their canvass of the Irish 
voters. As the 1910 election approached, the 
Freeman and probably the Irish and Liberal parli- 
amentarians hoped that triangular contests would be 


at a minimum. The Freeman rejoiced to see 
‘evidence of Liberal and Labour agreements', but 
its joy was premature.17 Hardie was resolute. 


'As regards three cornered fights, so far as we are 
concerned, they are all to qo wen > Asquith 
had made a powerful bid for the Irish vote in 
Britain and more importantly for Irish support in 
the next Parliament in his Albert Hall speech on 
10 December 1909, when he pledged himself to grant 
Home Rule to Ireland. The National Dircetoryi or 
the Irish Party shortly afterwards announced its 
support for the anti-Tory candidate most likely to 
win. After the election the Freeman reported that 
ninety nine per cent of the Irish had followed this 
advice, though it did admit that “in Scotland there 
was at first some disappointment that the Standing 
Committee did not see their way to supporting the 
Labour candidate in some of the constituencies', 
It argued however that the large Liberal majority 
over Labour ‘proved that votes given to the Labour 
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men would have been thrown away and would have 
resulted in the seats being handed over to the 


Tories'.19 The Liberals were even more 
acceptable than in 1906 since the party was now 
pledged to Home Rule. At the same time however, 


where a Labour man was the only anti-Tory candidate 
or the outgoing member he could expect Irish 
support. In Denbeigh Burghs where Edwards (Labour) 
failed by only eight votes to get elected, a United 
Irish League delegation from outside the constitu- 
ency had come to canvass for him. Blewett has 
shown that the Labour Party was more vocal on Home 
Rule than the Liberals, seventy per cent of its 
candidates treating of it in their addresses as 
against thirty-nine per cent of Liberals. 29 

Indeed one quarter of Liberal addresses mentioned 
it only to oppose it, to support some measure of 
devolution unlikely to be acceptable to the Irish, 
or to promise complicated and distant plans for 
Home Rule all round. On the other hand Labour's 
enthusiasm ‘was not solely the result of prin- 
ciple. It arose partly because the majority of 
Labour candidates stood in constituencies with a 
significant Irish vote'.21 As the election 
approached Redmond advised the Irish to back the 
anti-lory candidate most likely to win. He was 
impartial between Liberal and Labour claims, ‘but 
there was one type of Labour candidate which they 
always refused to adopt, and that was the hopeless 
and the wrecking one'.24 In every triangular 
contest in Scotland the Irish vote was ordered 
benind the Liberals.23 In England the Irish vote 
was instructed for Labour in only two triangular 
contests - at Gateshead where a sitting Labour 
man was being opposed by a Liberal, and at 
Middlesbrough where the Labour candidate, Patrick 
Walls, was a Catholic and a strong defender of the 
Catholic schools. At Camlachie, the Irish vote 
went to the Liberal contender, an ex-Unionist MP, 
even though the Labour candidate was strong on Home 
Rule. Labour was dismayed at such behaviour. At 
the 1910 party conference Hardie complained that 
the Irish vote was being directed ‘by rule of thumb 
and without regard being taken to the actual facts 


or circumstances of the local situation’. He felt 
that the Irish leaders were ‘using their power to 
bludgeon down Labour candidates', but he was 
convinced that the Irish working-class would soon 
ignore its leaders' directives.24 Of the 
twenty-one by-elections between January and 
December 1910, only ten were contested and no 
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change occurred in the party representation. The 
manifesto of the UIL to the Irish voters for the 
December general election stated the ‘issue at this 
election is between a party which works for the 
self-government and the reconciliation of Ireland 
and a party which has nothing but a message of hate 
and despair for Ireland'.2> In the aftermath of 
Asquith's speech at the Albert Hall and Lloyd 
George's declaration at Mile End, both in favour of 
Home Rule, it seemed to the Irish leadership that 
the fight was between two parties. The Labour 
Party; by implication at least, was treated as a 
section of the Liberal Panev As in January, the 
Liberals were the chief recipients of the Irish 
vote. Although opinions about the impact of the 
Irish vote varied, it appears that until after the 
war 'the Irish vote was almost invariably thrown 
behind the Liberal party'.26 An Irish National 


League leaflet, in a series of questions and 
answers, dealt with this problem of Liberals and 
Labour contending for the Irish vote. Ha Ee 


Liberal party Irishmen recognised the party of 
Progress . 4 6 . A Labour candidate who is not 
also a Liberal, weakens the Liberal party and gives 
the advantage to the Tories'. Accepting Labour's 
right to organise it urged that the party 'should 
take care that the result of their efforts should 
not be to strengthen the Tories, and so delay the 
MeaebCH Of Progress" .2 In practice, if not in 
theory, the Labour Party was seen as the radical 
wing of the Liberal Party. 

Middlemas has noted a 'steady swing of the 
Irish vote from Liberal to Labour after 1910', but 
the absence of a general election meant that any 
switch took place at local elections, as evidenced 
by Wheatley's election to the Glasgow City Council 
Am LoLa e Vocal gather than national issues may 
have been predominant in any such change of 
allegiance. Only the 1918 general election would 
ga vela reliable guide to Trish voting patterns. By 
then of course the politics of both Britain and 
Ireland would have undergone a profound change. 

The period 1910-14 saw much discussion of the 
government's Home Rule Proposals in Parliament and 
Labour Members contributed extensively. They 
claimed that they were Home Rulers of long standing 
and that their manifestos had always dealt with 
this question in detail. Walsh reminded members 
that ‘in 1906, although I have not a large Irish 
electorate at all, I Placed Home Rule for Ireland 
in the very centre of my programme, I did the same 
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in January 1910 and I took a similar course in 
December last'.29 Parker, Sutton and Barnes 
spoke in similar terms. Hudson, Clynes and 
Goldstone denied Tory claims that the 1910 
elections did not give a mandate for Home Rule. 
Members also supported Home Rule because they 
believed that the alternative, continued British 
rule, would be a costly failure. Barnes related 
how he had visited Ireland to acquaint himself with 
the situation and 'the conclusion I have arrived at 
was that the Irish people could govern themselves a 
great deal cheaper than we misgovern them'.30 
Home Rule was supported because it would prove 


beneficial to Britain. Firstly, there would be 
more parliamentary time available once the Irish 
question was out of the way. Parker noted that 


‘Irish questions do take up a very large proportion 
of the time of this House'.31 Sutton agreed, 
arguing that ‘so long as Home Rule is being 
discussed here year after year, questions of social 


reform affecting the interests of the workers are 


constantly being neglected'.32 MacDonald 
supported the bill for a different reason, because 
'the whole of our Empire is based upon 


self-government '. 33 James Parker added that 'you 
will not have real unity worthy of the name until 
you give each nation inside the United Kingdom the 
power to govern itself according to the wishes of 
its people'.34 O'Grady denied that Home Rule 
would lead to separation, and Parker believed that 
'all this talk about separation is very largely a 
bogey'.3° Rather than Home Rule spelling the end 
of the empire, he argued, ‘the British empire is 
based upon a foundation of self-governing states, 
and it cannot exist without that basis’. 
MacDonald had a third reason, relating exclusively 
to domestic British politics, for supporting Home 
Rule. Once it was granted, the Irish in Britain 
would be free to vote along class lines. ‘I want 
to see the Irish labourer released, knowing that 
his country is safe so far as his nationality is 
concerned, to use his political influence in order 
to improve his social condition here'.3/ 
MacDonald also supported Home Rule because, as an 
example of Britain's justice to Ireland, it would 
improve the international status of the former. Up 
until that point ‘when we try to influence other 
nations in the world responsible for the government 
of subject races, over and over again our conduct 
to Ireland has been thrown in our faces and numbed 
and paralysed our moral enthusiasm’. 38 Many 
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labour members argued that the granting of Home 
Rule to Ireland would end existing religious, 
economic and political differences and lead to new 
national unity. Thus Parker voted for Home Rule 
because ‘traditional divisions will end when the 


Irish parliament is set up'.39 Barnes took a 
similar line, expressing his conviction that 
self-government ‘will heal a long, open and 


weakening sore in the body politic'.40 Haslam 
believed 'the religious hatred and bigotry will 
soon be a relic of the past'.41 Hudson felt that 
'the whole face of Irish politics will undergo a 
change'.42 Gill assumed that the change would be 
‘the representatives of industrial Ireland dividing 
themselves intO parties a= in this house: 2 > 

Although they believed that Home Rule would heal 
many of the divisions in Ireland, Labour members 
had to face the reality of Ulster's unwillingness 
to become part of an independent Ireland. While 
admitting to the problem, they did not accept 
Ulster's claim to special treatment. Unionists did 
not represent a majority. They only represented 
the ‘ascendancy interest’. The Unionist cause had 
no basis in reality. They “were living largely in 
the memory of the past', and appealing to people's 
fears. Labour denied Unionists' claims to be loyal 
to the British constitution. Their loyalty was 
conditional, constitutionalism was no longer their 
doctrine. Labour members attempted to show that 
Ulster fears were groundless. Belfast's economy 
would not suffer under Home Rule. The workers' lot 
would improve. A Dublin Parliament would not be 
anti-protestant.44 A neat summary of Labour's 
attitude to Home Rule is provided by Goldstone: 


The Labour members will support this bill 
first, because they believe in the principle 
of Home Rule. They will support it because 
they are voicing, in some instances - and I am 
one - the wishes of as many Irishmen in their 
constituencies as are spoken for by some of 
the honorary members on the Irish benches, and 
we shall support it too, MOr nly rom 
conviction, not only because we have a mandate 
froma large number of Irishmen whe believe 4. 
it in our own constituencies, but because it 
will serve to clear the way and make possible 
some of those further reforms on which we have 
set our hearts. 


Labour members were outraged when opposition to 
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Liberal plans for Ireland surfaced among British 
army officers in the so-called Curragh ‘mutiny’ of 


March 1914. Clynes accused the Unionists of 
Oinig 'the Syndicalists to the British 
army’. © a otal, Thomas. argued that freedom had 


been interfered with.4? MacDonald said that the 
officers would not coerce Ulster ‘but they are 
perfectly willing to coerce this government,' and 
he warned the Tories that disobedience in Ulster 
would have effects elsewhere - ‘you cannot say one 
thing es weqarding Ulster, “and a different thing 
regarding Lancashire! .48 Labour members also 
questioned the government about Ulster's prepara- 
tions to oppose Home Rule and when violence in the 
shipyards was at its height, met a delegation from 
Belfast, representing the expelled workers = and 
obtained for them a meeting with Birrell.42 Late 
in July 1914 the King held a conference of Irish, 
Liberal, Tory and Ulster leaders to attempt to 
break the impasse. This afforded the Labour Party 
its last opportunity to speak on Home Rule before 
the outbreak of war in August. The move was viewed 
as ‘an undue interference on the part of the crown 
and calculated to defeat the purpose of the 


parliament act! .99 Three days after its start, 
the conference collapsed. A week later the first 
world war broke out, effectively removing the 


future nature of Anglo-Irish relations and the 
Prebleneor Ulster strom the foreiron: of the British 
political scene. 

Addressing the 1905 ILP conference Philip 
Snowden had promised Labour's support for Home 
Prleweatfirming that “the Irish party will receive 
the wholehearted support of the Labour party in 
their efforts to compel the concessions of a full 


and complete parliament'.°1 The exhaustive 
parliamentary debates gave Labour Many oppor- 
tunities to repeat this commitment. In two 
Eespects however, the Party displayed differences 
of opinions ~ was the Home Rule bill the beginning 
or end of Irish demands?; and what was to be done 
in face of Ulster's intransigence? There were 


those who thought that Home Rule would strengthen 
the empire, but others argued that ‘the more we 
Separate Ireland from England the better fOr 
both'.?2 Barnes believed that Britain would 
retain control in imperial affairs but Parker 
ergue!) ehet this brill 1s net final. Ie alc § WReseh<erel 
well, the Commons will probably give extra powers 
later'.?3 This difference In emphasis, 
zelarively minor im imwporteamnce sua 1914, would 
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appear more pronounced at the turn of the decade, 
as Home Rule, Gladstonian-style, became irrelevant 
to the Irish situation. As regards Ulster, Labour 
argued that Unionist fears were unfounded but the 
party was forced to accept the situation and 

unenthusiastically agreed to amendments. Labour 
failed, however, to take any decisive action over 
the incidents of sectarianism, and in the entire 
Situation chose to blame the Tories, wealthy 
capitalists duping sweated workers by means of 
Out-dated slogans. But if Belfast sectarianism had 
such a facile explanation, it is amazing that 
Labour did not take practical steps to woo the 
Belfast workers, CO realise the oft-promised, 
much-desired, new political alignment along class 
linee, lelotte hopes that Home Rale would lead te 
a new political game in Ireland, with modern, 
civilised, British-style rules were completely 
unrealistic. Like the Liberals, Labour was 
powerless in the face of Ulster's threats, and the 
Party S)epproach to the LOL- leter problem 
foreshadowed its handling of the post-war 
si cuen om, arguing on the one Pend that Ulster 
fears were groundless but promising on the other 
that there would be no coercion. Indeed in 1905 
and 1907 the Labour Party contested elections in 
Belfast and compromised on its Home Rule 
seancen MacDonald assured the voters that the 
candidate, William Walker, would be free to vote as 
he pleased on the issue of Home Rule. >> Hardie 
claimed that on questions 'outside labour such as 
Disestablishment, Home Rule and other kindred 
topics' each Labour member was free to vote as he 
Pleased,.°6 Tyson Wilson denied that the Labour 
Party was committed to Home Rule and Barnes went so 
far as to say that the people of England and 
Scotland believed Home Rule was unattainable.>7 


Henderson spoke of preserving "one unbroken 
imperial family' and restricting Home Rule to local 
matters, °% British Labour not only faced 


Unionist opposition in Ireland to Home Rule, but 
also had a less than harmonious relationship with 
ele deilen Leow Party and ICTU. The parliamentary 
committee of the latter body was often unhappy with 
its British counterparts' efforts to ensure proper 
labour representation under Home Rule, to opppose 
Ulster's exclusion, and to fight for proper drawing 
of constituencies. It also opposed Labour's close 
agreement with the Irish Party on individual 
details of the Act and reminded British Labour that 
‘we have fought them at the belles se 
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From the earliest days of the British Labour 
Party there had been cross-fertilization with 
Ireland. Keir Hardie influenced and was influenced 
by Michael Davitt; early Labour attempts at 
separate political organization and action owed 
something to Parnell's success; Glasier and the 
Fabians visited Ireland, hoping to provide 
solutions to Ireland's social problems; exiles like 
James Connolly, Pete Curran and John Wheatley 
engaged in pioneering socialist and Labour activity 
in Britain, while retaining hopes for, and interest 
in, the political and social well-being of their 
homeland. The Irish Question re-emerged early in 
the twentieth century in the wake of a Liberal 
revival and a re-united Irish Party, the latter 
facing the future with hope, much of the post- 
Parnellite bitterness eradicated and the Land 
Question settled. 


The parliamentary Labour Party spoke 
eloquently on the political and industrial 
questions affecting Ireland at this time, 


advocating Home Rule and industrial fair-play. 
Many Irishmen, however, saw Labour only as the 
radical tail of the Liberal Party. Labour 
candidates often failed to get the exiles' vote 
because of their desire to return a strong 
reforming Liberal ministry. In Parliament, Labour 
supported reform measures but was rarely in advance 
of Liberal thinking. The Irish Party's close ties 
with the Liberals and Labour's lack of members 
would have doomed any advanced proposals. It was 
not until after the wartime coalition, the coupon 
election and the Anglo-Irish war, that Labour 
appeared as the new friend of Ireland. It was not 
until 1918 that Irish support was overwhelmingly 
Labour's. By then an ill-defined but attractive 
policy of ‘self-determination' marked Labour as the 
new party of reform. 


NOTES 


1. §E.P.M. Wollaston, ‘The Irish Nationalist 
Movement in Great Britain 1886-1908', unpublished 
MA thesis, University of London, 1958. H. Pelling, 
Social Geography of British Elections (Macmillan, 
London, 1967). M. Kinnear, The British Voter, An 
Atlas and Survey since 1885 (Batsford, London, 
1968). 

Bs ARONA Morgan, Keir Hardie (University 
Press, Oxford, 1975), p.80. 

3. Manchester Guardian, 11 July 1895. 


265 


Labour and Ireland 


4. Morgan, Hardie p.149. 

5. Freeman's Journal, 10 Nov. 1905. 

6. E.D. Steele, ‘The Irish Presence in the 
Nerth ef England, 1500-1914, Notiherm Pieron, 
vols XIT (1976); pE- Be Cal < 

7. Wollaston, 'The Irish Nationalist 
Movement', p.120. 

8. Labour Leader, 5 Jan. 1906. 

93 Ta Johnston, The History cf the Working 
Classes in Scotland (E.P. Publishing, Wakefield, 
OWA) 0.3396 


10. W.M. Walker, ‘Irish Immigrants in 
Scotland, Their Priests, Politics and Parochial 
life’, Historical Journal, vol. XV, no. 4 (1972), 
De obs. 

11. Wollaston, Papers ise Sia Nationalist 


Movement' p.193. 

12. Freeman's Journal, 19 Jan. 1906. 

13. Labour Leader, 14 June 1907. 

14. Freeman's Journal, 6 July 1907. 

15. Hansard, 4th Series. vol. TeCECXXIV icol. 
L28- 7 May 1907, 

Le. Monee, voIr CLXXXVII, colsi 187-194. 
30 Mar. 1908. 

l7. Freeman's Journal, 10 Dec. 1909. 

8 ibid, aA Dae IAO 

LY, WoC, LF Tain, ISO, 

20. N. Blewett, The Peers, The Parties and The 
People - The British General Elections of 1910 
Maen ian, Rondon 1972); Bo SiZ. 

Alls dpsiGls o Joo JA4. 

22. Manchester Guardian, 24 Jan. 1910. 

435 SGoOesnaia,g MS Nan 12i.O. 

24. Labour Party, Annual Report, 1910, so S54 

25. Freeman's Journal, 23 Nov. 1910. 

26. Wollaston, ‘The irish Nationalist 
Movement' p.120. 

Alo eae S00 pode (Item So) 

Daa ILo Middlemas, The Clydesiders, 
(Hutchinson, London, 1956) pp.39 and 46. 

29. Hansard, 5th Series, vol. xxi, col. I819. 
21 Feb. 1911. 

S05 iene, , well. XXXIV, col. 356. 19 Feb. 1912. 

Sla iWoicl,, Vols WOM, ol, LPS. SOMA pEE 


32. Ibidy, vol. LX, col. 1084. 2L Mar. i914. 

Jao Ibid Vols Vl; col, L465, 1I INS o LOLs 
Jda Ibid., vol. XXIV, Col., 464. 19 Feb, LOLS, 
S355 Weicls, Vla XXXVII, col. 1789. 30 Apr. 
Joo sacl, Weil. Milt, eel, 1407. 10 June 1913. 


266 


Labour, and Ireland 


1912. 


1912 


1912. 


1912. 


S37o Moicl,, YWol, ESV Gol, 1457: ll Apr. 


S85 Motels, VOl; OVL; Gol, 659. 9 May 1912. 
Jo Wei.» WOl, XO, Golo 1792- 30 Apr. 


AO, Werels, Wells AOI, Cals IAS, 6 Mes IEA. 
Alo Maileg WOl, OOV COl BOO. 25 Nov. 


AR. USNC» Ola DY Cls 122. 7 June 1913. 
43. Ibid., vol. XXXXII, col. 1866. Bl OGibs 


44. Ibid., for treatment of Ulster see vols. 


XXXVII, XXXVIII, XXXXI, XXXXVI, LIII, LX. 


1124. 


LOI Be 


45. obs io Wan) Pe xp Cls lay il WG Pu © Aaro Be A 

46. Ibid. 

47. Ibid. 

AS, Wot, Ols 2785 25 Mee, Ile. 

49. Freeman's Journal, 31 July 1912. 

50. Labour Party, Annual Report, 1917, p.49. 

51. ILP, Annual Report, 1905. 

52. Hansard, 5th Series. vol. XXXXII, col. 
L5 Oera MOLZ, 

53. Ibid., vol. XXXXVI, col. 2195. 15 Jan. 


54. J.W. Boyle, ‘The rise of the Irish Labour 


movement, 1888-1907', unpublished PhD thesis, 
tee) LJE, pp. SAO STS 


55. Northern Whig, 7 Sept. 1905. 
56. Ibid., 23 Mar. 1907. 


57. Ibid., 6 Apr. 1907. 

Seo ibid., IG Apr. 1907: 

59. Irish Labour Party and TUC, Annual Report, 
SLT Woe 


267 


Chapter Twelve 


LABOUR AND FOREIGN AFFAIRS: A SEARCH FOR IDENTITY 
AND POLICY 


Bernard Shaw insisted that he had no time to 
concern himself with foreign policy before 1914 
because he was too much preoccupied with the Fabian 
Society, working out a practical programme for 
English socialists and establishing a parliamentary 
Labour Party. For once, his attitudes and 
priorities were typical. In the years before the 
Great War, very few socialists took any interest in 
foreign affairs. In a lecture to the Fabian 
Society in 1913, the young Australian historian, 
Marion Phillips, noted that despite the growing 
menace of the international scene, rank and file 
Labour members seemed not a bit concerned. They 
behaved as though it were enough to confine their 
exertions to passing peace resolutions. Did they 
not understand that constantly to reaffirm the 
pious, pacific platitudes of others was no longer 
sufficient? If international peace was to be 
Maintained and secured then socialists would have 
to play a more positive part. They ought to 
promote their own policies. The problem with this 
advice was promptly pointed out by another Fabian 
lectürer; R-C.K. Ensor. He doubted 'whether any 
view of foreign policy could be so far deduced from 
the principles of Socialism that only Socialists 
could hold it.'1 

Although dignified by the name party, in the 
pre-1914 Parliaments, Labour amounted to little 
more than an outsize, provincial, pressure group. 
It exerted little influence on the conduct of 
foreign affairs. Nor was this surprising. The 
stamina of Labour members at Westminster was 
all but exhausted by two consuming interests: 
the substantive problems of domestic policy and 
the no less complex or intriguing procedural 
riddles posed by parliamentary custom and etiquette. 
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Temperamentally unsympathetic towards the 
traditional objects of British foreign policy, with 
little time and even less energy or inclination to 
think originally and constructively, quite unable 
to agree upon any coherent, alternative policy of 
their own, when it came to foreign affairs most 
Labour MPs were obliged 'to borrow and to share the 


views traditional in Radical circles.'2 ka ene 
circumstances, a crisis of identity was almost 
inevitable - a condition made more difficult to 


resolve because the Labour Party was an uneasy 
coalition of various groups that in almost every 
enterprise were more often competing than co- 
operative partners. 

The largest, most important of the fractions 
that made up the Labour whole was the Independent 
Labour Party. Its views on international issues 
may most conveniently be garnered from the pages of 
Keir Hardie's weekly newspaper, the Labour Leader. 
Months often passed without any significant report 
or comment in its columns upon imperial or foreign 
concerns in its columns. When these subjects were 
considered, the commentators deployed a blend of 
moral and practical arguments. A pacifist idealism 
illumined a practical critique of the way in which 
Sir Edward Grey, the Liberal Foreign Secretary, was 
conducting the nation's overseas affairs. If one 
ignores the Marxist verbal trappings which 
constantly imply a canny, working class distrust 
and awareness of capitalist and royal intrigue, 
what is left of the Labour Leader's criticism 
differs not at all from that expressed more 
frequently and elegantly in radical Liberal 
journals or by radical MPs from the government's 
own back benches.3 The radical weekly, Nation, 
under H.W. Massingham's sensitive editorship, never 
sought needlessly to damage Labour's amour propre, 
yet it could not discern any essential difference 
between the radical and Labour critiques of Grey. 
Perhaps more significantly, nor could the super- 
patriotic editors and writers of the Tory, yellow 
press. When defending Grey they altogether ignored 
Labour, concentrating their abuse instead upon Sir 
Edward's critics among the 'Potsdam pacifists' and 
the ‘cheese-paring Cobdenite Radicals' of his own 
party. Regular, substantive criticism of the 
parliamentary Labour Party's views on foreign 
policy before 1914 was largely confined to the 
columns of the small socialist press. Among the 
best informed, entertaining and most perceptive was 
New Age, a literary and political weekly edited by 
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ARRE Orage.4# In the autumn of 1909, it published 
three successive articles bewailing Labour's 
‘disgraceful neglect! of foreign policy issues. 
The author considered that Labour MP's would 
‘remain ignorant and apathetic’ because reliable 
information on foreign, affairs was difficult to 
secure, they knew nothing about the Diplomatic 
Service and, given that the principles of the 
subject were admittedly obscure, their study would 
be too tedious and difficult for men who were so 
untouched by their baleful ignorance that they 
complacently abdicated their responsibilities to a 
few, self-designated, ‘experts'.° 

On foreign and imperial affairs Orage's weekly 
had no good opinion of the ILP and looked more 
kindly upon the interest displayed in those 
subjects by members of the Social Democratic 


Federation. Even at the Federation's founding, 
Frederick Engels had noted that the strange, hybrid 
mixture of ‘Comtists, Tories, middle class 


Radicals, MPs . . . and ancient Chartists com- 
bining internationalist phraseology with jingo 
aspirations', was likely to become a belligerent 
group. © Frequently engaged in iternecine strife 
occasioned by a seemingly endless series OL 
problems of secession and revision, in 1912 there 
emerged from this self-inflicted carnage, the 
British Socialist Party led by the still unbowed 
vieux terrible of British socialism, Henry 
Hyndman. The party, like its predecessor, remained 
loyal in theory to the ideal of maintaining 


international peace. But for professed inter- 
nationalists, members demonstrated strangely 
parochial attitudes. Hyndman was every bit as 


exuberantly patriotic as his friend, the ultra 
Tory, jingo editor and owner of the National 
Review, Leo Maxse. 

Since the turn of the century, Hyndman, like 
another socialist warrior, Robert Blatchford (of 
the Clarion - sometimes the Daily Mail), had been 
plagued by thoughts of the possibly disastrous 
consequences for Britain of, Wilhelmine Germany's 
pursuit of Weltmachtpolitik. / Both men supposed 
that Kaiser Wilhelm's Neue Kurs would best be 
frustrated by building British Dreadnought battle- 
ships to excess - a thought they shared with the 
Tory Party and most senior Liberal ministers. 
Because they were constantly expecting the Kaiser's 
armed hordes to descend upon Britain's vulnerable 
shores, Hyndman and Blatchford demanded not only 
more battleships but also conscription for home 
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defence, pitching their claims as loudly, 
frequently and consistently as Lord Roberts, 
Rudyard Kipling and other assorted extremists of 
the ISEGIILUCOSS PaCrictiS  ieaefque c In the pages of 
innumerable magazines - and not least his own 
monthly journal, Justice - Hyndman censured ILP 
criticism of his schemes as the 'ignorant, blind, 
emotional, pacifism' of those happy to share with 
'Cobdenite Radicals the belief that the only proper 
object of diplomacy is trade'. In its turn, and 
encouraged by the Radical and pacifist press, Keir 
Hardie's Labour Leader censured Hyndman and 
Blatchford for their ‘disgraceful, dangerous, 
emotional junketing. '8 

If the views of the BSP and the ILP are taken 
to represent the range of opinion on issues of 
naval, military, imperial and foreign policy held 
by Labour MPs before August 1914, it has to be 
remembered that the differences between individuals 
were usually much more complex than can be implied 
from the major policy objectives of organisation. 
Invariably there were considerable differences of 
opinion and emphasis between individual members of 
the same group. So also, quite different 
expectations were raised by opposition to or 
support for what, to the uninitiated, might seem 
the self-same measure. When a De Leonite Marxist 
member of the Socialist Labour Party talked about 
the general strike as an anti-war measure he did 
not mean at all the same thing as a member of the 
ILP. The opinions of leaders frequently differed 
from those of their followers. When meeting 
comrades from other countries at international 
conventions, British Labour leaders were inclined 


to over-emphasise their internationalist 
sympathies. Public statements ~- at home and 
abroad - usually owed more to the desire to satisfy 


the expectations of audiences than any undue 
straining after a consistent adherence to an 
earlier agreed policy. For a parliamentarian, the 
Simple facts of political survival could impinge 
upon the most delicate conscience and convert the 
member for a constituency that contained a 
munitions factory from a supporter of armament 
retrenchment into an ardent advocate of increased 
and peonia expenditure upon the army and 
navy. Eor the party leader what was perceived 
as a 'national' interest sometimes had to take 
precedence over narrow, sectarian arguments. 
Opposition in the British parliamentary system 
implies its ‘responsible’ exercise: During the 
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1911 Agadir crisis, Ramsay MacDonald was criticised 
by some for adopting a stance contrary to agreed 
Party policy when, in a speech to the Commons he 
indirectly warned the Germans that they should not 
assume that party divisions would weaken the spirit 
of national unity. What MacDonald's critics chose 
to ignore was that in the same crisis it was enough 
for a Liberal Chancellor of the Exchequer to 
mention the possibility of war with Germany for the 
railway workers to abandon their strike. As in 
1914, so in 1911, an appeal to patriotism and 
national interest struck a more ready and sympa- 
thetic chord with trade unionists than any claim of 
class loyalty or international solidarity. 

Since the Boer War, when Radical Little 
Englanders had shared platforms, sentiment and 
rhetoric with Labour speakers, MPs from both groups 
were inclined to intone in unison, ‘The peoples of 


the earth want peace. It is the governments of the 
earth that organise war'. New Age swiftly 


dismissed any such claim as ‘sentimental drivel'. 
It was asbsurd for responsible politicians to 
suppose that the man in the street was other than 
tall) for bleedy war, wi “only for “the cake ce 
sensation. The working classes are being 
misrepresented by their soi-disant leaders ... . 
Quaker natured individuals, almost invariably of 
the upper middle class’. If anyone asked why the 
Labour Party in Parliament, as upon other public 
platforms, ‘too often denied the evidence of its 
intellect and senses’, the answer, New Age 
suggested, was ‘because MPs are always glad to be 
petted and taken notice of'.11l 

Jig was frequently asserted by Labour 
supporters that, once elected to Westminster, their 
members allowed themselves to be 'taken in', to be 
neutered as effective advocates of political change 
by the blandishments of a cunning Establishment. 
In part such criticism was inspired by jealousy, 
envy and an over-fondness for conspiracy theories. 
But it also rested upon an understandable yet 
hopelessly unrealistic estimate of the influence 
that Labour possessed in the House. This last was 
the result Gf che euphoria generated by the 
sensational general election result of January 1906 
which took a long time a-dying. One commentator, 
for example, seriously proposed that because the 
new Labour MPs had ‘no selfish mercantile or 
capitalistic aims to hide under the sounding title 
of (pPaerilotism y; and as they were as yet 
‘unspoiled by aristocratic patronage, society 
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intrigue or the tyranny of capitalist pressure’, 
they would inevitably exercise a considerable and 
benign influence upon the conduct of international 
affairs. When, instead, Labour MPs made no 
discernible impression, it was assumed that they 
had fallen victim to those same evil pressures and 
influences from which they had so recently been 
pronounced immune!l2 The disappointed as much as 
the outraged asked themselves what exactly was the 
strange Westminster alchemy that worked upon Labour 
MPs. What was it about the Commons that (with the 
exception of Victor Grayson) turned every 
visionary, every eloquent street-corner agitator, 
every voluble Marxist dialectician of the Socialist 
International into just another parliamentary sheep 
who when not dumb was seemingly content to bleat 
the well-worn Radical/Liberal litany? 'Why', asked 
One frustrated socialist supporter of his fellow- 
traveller Wilfed Scawen Blunt, 'do Labour members 
when they get into the House at once get bitten 
with the absurd idea that they are statesmen and 
then try and behave as such? I would rather that 
they came to the House in a body, drunk and 
tumbling about the floor'. Another, younger and 
less poetic critic, Edgar Jepson, supposed it no 
less than a mortal sin for Labour members to be 
DiommuPon cultivating § “gentlemanliness . 2) 2). 
You do not behave nicely when you upset people; so 
the Labour Party no longer prods the fat-fed swine 
which snore on the front benches; it has grown far 
too gentlemanly to act in such an ill behaved 
manner'.13 Simple-minded, rude and facile, such 
easy explanations convenienty ignored one extremely 
important reason why Labour exercised no 
influence. On@terelon  aftavrs! 1b fad ane specific 
of its own to offer, no unique socialist anodyne to 
soothe away the fears, hatreds, passions, and hurts 
induced and suffered by a frightened world. 

Because he had long and early recognised just 
how debilitating this was, Ramsay MacDonald 
frequently insisted that it was ‘the Labour Party 
and the Labour Party alone that can make Europe 
sheathe the sword'.14 How it was to do this he 
did not tell his audience for he could not without 


revealing his claim as a sham. Yet, it was to 
provide the answer to just this question that in 
January 1911, before its annual conference, the 


Labour Party held a special meeting on the problems 
of disarmament and international relations. 

With virtually no dissent, this special 
meeting soon proposed and agreed two resolutions. 
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The first expressed the party's conviction that 
ever increasing armaments were a cause Of war. The 
Second urged the settlement of all international 
disputes by reason and arbitration. Neither 
resolution could claim to be a distinctive Labour 
nostrum. Both were long-familiar, well-advertised, 
Radical and pacifist remedies. It was Keir Hardie 
who proposed the adoption of a third resolution 
that encompassed the recommendation made the 
previous year by the International Socialist 
Congress at Copenhagen, but amended so as. to 
support ‘the investigation of the possibilities of 
a general strike as an anti-war weapon'.1° Here 


was a different resolution from its two 
predecessors but it promoted nothing but uproar 
among the delegates. Mild, "Uncle' Arthur 


Henderson, Secretary of the British Section of the 
International, whose socialist beliefs owed nothing 
to Karl Marx, little to the ILP and most to 
Methodisn, led the opposition to Hardie's 
resolution. The general strike, so Henderson 
averred, was quite unacceptable as a weapon to be 
deployed by British Labour against war, for ‘it 
would divert attention from parliamentary action'. 
This was the argument that eventually won the day. 
It particularly angered those critics who for long 
had complained that the parliamentary system was 
designed to make Labour an impotent Opposition 
force. Parliamentary debate was a waste of time, 
it was no more than a game ‘innocuous as bridge for 
love at which all that can be lost is honour or 
temper - things that do not matter Such was the 
frustration Henderson induced by his arguments that 
in an editorial even a journal as mild and pacific 
as Concord, sounded an unusually impatient note and 
even the faintest hint of revolution! "Rank and 
file workmen are getting tired of the ineffec- 
tiveness of the "elected person" on this subject, 
and will soon be ready to take the matter into 
their own hands'.16 

In 191; an emergency meeting of the 
International Socialist Congress reminded the 
Labour Party that as members they were required to 
state whether they thought it worthwhile and 
practical to organise a general strike against 
war. The Labour Party conference instituted its 
own enquiry. It never reached a conclusion! 
Despite the claims of critics even within his own 
party, it was never Hardie's intention to employ 
the general strike to foment mass revolution and 
insurrection. The intended limits of the exercise 
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were clearly demonstrated in a 1911 article by 


WiC. Anderson in the Labour Leader. 'A few 
sections of industry refusing to aid warlike 
preparations’ would be enough to check the 
government's plans of mobilisation.1!/ Whether 
this could have been effective is another matter. 
The contemporary arguments demonstrated the 


ambivalence of attitude towards the role of the 
worker held by British socialist leaders that was 
to be debilitating both in the immediate August 
1914 crisis and subsequently throughout the war. 
On narrower grounds, long before 1914, it was 
apparent that the strategy of a general strike had 
inherent weaknesses, not least the requirement that 
socialists in different countries should act in 
unison. If war between Germany and Britain was the 
most likely and most dreaded possibility, it was 
inconvenient, to say the least, that for years 
Bebel had made it very clear that there were 
circumstances in which German Social Democrats 
would not hesitate to fight for Germany. Hardie, 
and those in the British labour movement who 
thought like him, chose to ignore Bebel's 
uncomfortably pugnacious sentiments and confidently 
asserted the general strike would succeed in 
stopping war, for all workers were pacific and 
would reject any call to arms by their government 
resting on an appeal to patriotism or national 
interest. Worker would never again kill worker. 
Such faith was burnished and maintained by its 
acolytes insulating themselves from general working 
class opinion, by association with like-minded 
pacifists and by preaching to the converted. Noble 
if not wise, Keir Hardie was cruelly and swiftly 
disabused of his illusion in August Poise 

It was because they were all too aware that 
their views on foreign policy and related military 
and naval issues were remarkably little ‘different 
from those held by Radical members of the Liberal 
Party that Labour's parliamentary spokesmen sought 
every opportunity to denigrate those who, on so 
Many issues, were their natural allies. The 
quarrels over the 1909 naval estimates provide many 
examples. In an unguarded moment the Lib-Lab MP, 
John Ward, exclaimed that the Liberal government 
was ‘the wisest, the most progressive with which 
this country has so far been blessed’. This earned 
Ward a dreadful wigging from the Labour Leader. 
Did he not realise that ‘Liberalism is moribund’? 
What sense did his claims make when Liberals were 
‘prepared to sacrifice old age pensions for extra 
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unwanted battleships . . . eight monstrous’ steel 
obsolescences'? It was in the Commons debate on 
the naval estimates that Arthur Henderson made one 
of the two most effective speeches against 
Ministerial policy. Yet he spent much of his time 
and invective upon those Radical MPs who had been 
‘frightened out of their wits by the opinions of 
their own front bench that are based, not upon 


irrefutable evidence but assumption and 
suspicion’. The irony was that in the rest of his 
speech Henderson employed 'not Socialist but 
Liberal ideas on retrenchment'. New Age cruelly 
but accurately concluded that, "On every vital 


issue the Labour Party with the regularity of the 
tail follows the Liberal dog in its most extreme 


peregrinations'.19 Likewise, in debates on the 
army, although they more readily than Radicals 
coupled "military topics with the evils of 


financial speculation . . . the blood taxes of evil 
financiers', for the rest, Labour MPs, when they 
chose to speak at all, adopted the same senti- 


mental, simplistic, anti-militarist line. They 
made no attempt to 'think for themselves about the 
problems involved ... ., Too many of them write 


and speak as if the question was not worth 
considering or use language implying that the 
country could safely be left without any means of 
defence'.20 im debates on foreign affairs, when 
they censured Grey's entente policy = and 
particularly the 1907 Anglo-Russian Convention - 
their opposition was certainly noisier than that of 
the Radical Liberals, but TE was otherwise 
ditferent only in that Labour MPs were always less 
ready to forgive Grey. In his private 
correspondence and by his public Manner, the 
Foreign Secretary was angry yet dismissive of 'Keir 
Hardie & Co’. They “were "dram drinkers m 
people who do not want to know the truth . a o JOVE 
to express their own emotions . . . . When you 
attempt to dilute their emotions with the truth 
they are as a drunkard whose whisky you dilute with 


water'.2l Labour frequently asserted that in 
Parliament it exercised ‘a formidable, independent 
influence'. The hollowness of that claim con- 
cerning foreign affairs was conclusively 


demonstrated in the spring and summer of 1907 when 
Grey totally ignored its Opposition as he brought 


his Anglo-Russian agreement O the desired 
conclusion. RE is a nice paradox that the 
diplomat, George Young, who entirely approved of 
the anti-Russian campaign, should have supposed 
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that he paid Labour members a compliment when he 
described them as ‘voicing the best traditions of 
Liberal foreign policy'! 

The campaign against Grey's Russian policy 
repays more detailed examination, for it clearly 
reveals the full range of weaknesses that made 
Labour MPs so ineffectual as critics. Their views 
on the subject of Russia, as on much else in 
foreign affairs, were generally ill-informed and 
sentimental. ‘They invested the Russian Parliament, 
the Duma, with a significance in Russian affairs 
that it did not begin to merit. 23 They were 
always over-reacting to events, one minute plunged 
into hopeless pessimism and the next, impossibly 


Optimistic. This was never better demonstrated 
than in their exaggerated response to Sir Henry 
Campbell-Bannerman's ‘vive la Douma' speech. 

Their arguments and rhetoric failed to capture the 
conscience of the British public. Labour MPs 
claimed otherwise but the public remained 


indifferent about Russia's internal problems and 
was, if possible, even less caring that the British 
government, by seeking an agreement with that 
country, was *countenancing despotism' or 
"preparing to purchase a diplomatic advantage at 
the price of the soul of a people'. 2° Possible 
public sympathy and support that might otherwise 
have existed was alienated by the emotional 
imbalance of so much Labour invective, or the 
violence occasioned by the public demonstrations, 
such as that organised in Trafalgar Square by the 
Friends of Russian Freedom on Bastille Day, 14 July 
1907, 26 

In the Commons, the ignorance and inexperience 
of Labour members, when combined with Grey's 
supreme capacity for vagueness and circumlocution, 
defeated all attempts to expose, hinder or reform 
the Foreign Secretary's policies. Even when, in 
time, Labour MPs grew more skilled at the 
parliamentary game and learned to employ question 
time EO) their advantage, they were usually 
frustrated by the rulings of the Speaker. And when 
their sniping campaign was eventually rewarded with 
a full-scale debate on the Foreign Office vote, 
Grey routed them. Apparently incapable Ge 
sustaining a worthwhile and convincing argument, 
his Labour critics were reduced to the repetition 
of tired slogans and catch-phrases. G.H. Perris, 
although a sympathetic commentator, for he had 
joined the ILP specifically because it had 
campaigned more vigorously than had the Radical 
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Liberals against Grey's Russian policy, noted how 
very easily the Foreign Secretary defeated his 
Labour critics. His ‘cold, detached, gracefully 
arrogant Manner was exactly calculated to impress 
weak minds. Labour men were thrown on the 
defensive when the Foreign Secretary should have 
been defending his own actions’. In the division 
lobby less than sixty MPs mustered to vote against 
Grey - a mixture of Irish and Radical MPs with 
some, but not every Labour member. 27 It was not 
Until the “fined, crisis or) July IOLA rhac labor 
critics concentrated their censures upon the 
anti-German inspiration behind Grey's Russian 
policy which, from the beginning had been its true 
raison d'étre. 28 

On the central diplomatic issue of the period, 
Anglo-German relations, when not borrowing Radical 
ideas and rhetoric, Labour members were busy 
insisting that Radicalism was a ‘spent force' and 
that they and not the Radicals were leading the 


campaign against Sir Edward and his policies. But 
Keir Hardie rather gave the game away when he 
censured Grey's policies as 'an offence to the 
Liberal Pradteten a29 Labour speakers and 


writers claimed that Radicals had ‘ceased to count 
since the death of Sir Charles Dilke'. They were 
'leaderless, timid and ineffective'.30 Yet it 
was a theory promulgated by a prominent Radical MP, 
Arthur Ponsonby, and designed to explain exactly 
why the conduct of foreign policy had gone so sadly 


wrong under a Liberal government, that Labour 
members advertised as their own. They agreed that 
the 'serious danger' in the conduct of foreign 


policy is the way in which 'power is concentrated 
in the hands of one individual'. The solution was 
therefore both simple and obvious. ‘The pacific, 
progressive, moderating opinion of democracy must 
be introduced into international affairs and 
democratic states must find a way of expressing 
themselves in the Council “et the Nationa so! 

There was nothing novel about the idea. It had 
first been given currency by Henry Richard, a 
Radical predecessor of Keir Hardie as one of 
Merthyr's two parliamentary representatives, in a 
debate in the House in 1886, 32 The one novel 
twist to an old theme was the suggestion that, in 
some way, involvement in the conduct of foreign 
affairs could vitiate an otherwise reasonable 


politician's rational capacity. How else might 
Lloyd George's amazing Mansion House speech in the 
summer of 1911 be explained? ‘When he took a hand 
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in the game of Anglo-German snarling, he talked the 
usual twaddle about national honour and dignity 
Se ec” emer He remembered only false shibboleths and 
GSIECIMWORCS ce ao oa o Our real enemies are the 
diplomatists and foreign ministers’. 

The essential, theoretical, socialist view of 
war and peace had hitherto remained sternly 
pessimistic ~- war was the inevitable consequence of 
the economic structure of capitalism. Socialists, 
who at first had simply ignored stern logic as too 
depressing to contemplate, now found some reason 
for supposing that perhaps war was not inevitable 
after all; In this context, closer links, earlier 
abandoned, were now reforged with the pacifist, 
internationalist element among the Liberal Radicals 
whose faith in peace was always proof against 
either reason or evidence. As Felix Moschelles had 
pronounced their catechism: ‘War will go ... . 
Anti-militarism and anti~patriotism will triumph 
5 Oe Caesarism and national egotism will pass 
BWEWYo o oo o You may oaa and disbelieve; 
I have faith and rejoice’. 2 Not that Labour's 
new-found optimism was altogether a matter of 
simple faith ~ it was afforded some intellectual 
and theoretical support from a number of disparate 
sources. For example, Karl Kautsky had argued that 
war became less likely because of the mounting 
strength of European Social Democratic parties and 
the increasing cartelization of capitalist 
industries. As to Kautsky's first claim, New Age 
in harmony with the Northcliffe press, declared it 
to be ‘absurd to suppose a few Socialist Deputies 
are going to change Germany's policies. That', 
avowed C.H. Norman, ‘is not an opinion but a 
fact'.3° Kautsky's thinking is clearly apparent 
in the central idea of H.N. Brailsford's seminal 
Seite published in 1914, The War of Steel and 
Gold. At a less theoretical level we can see the 
influence of Kautsky's thinking in that sense of 
bemused disbelief with which W.C. Anderson wrote 
about the possibility of British involvement in any 
war te cbe very Gas ox Jely MGa CL am mOr 
certain even now, that the Big Powers in Europe anā 
the financial interests behind them will allow the 


struggle to be carried very far'.36 But in 
Anderson's words we can also clearly discern an 
influence in addition to that of Kautsky ~ Norman 
Angell.3/? Although when he published his 
enormously popular, successful and influential 
book, The Great Illusion, Angell was much 


criticised by left-wing political elements, there 
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remained considerable enthusiasm and attachment to 
his ideas in the Labour movement so that, for 
example, the future Communist MP, Ollila Walton 
Newbold, totally accepted Angell's central argument 
that City financial interests would never allow the 
British government to go to war.38 

Thus as the European storm clouds gathered, 
most members of the Labour Party both within and 
Outside Westminster, abandoned or significantly 
modified their former pessimistic thoughts on the 
international system and instead of forecasting its 
imminent demise supposed that it might be preserved 
from destruction. For this reason, in re-found 
unison with the Radicals, Labour MPs sought to 
Publicise and advocate better technical means to 
promote universal stability. This amounted to the 
diplomatic process, the adoption of arbitration as 
the agreed means of settling disputes between 
powers, and rapid and significant retrenchment of 
expenditure upon armaments. 392 All three 
campaigns proved crushing failures, but this seemed 
to have little effect upon the new spirit of 
optimism that filled Labour ranks. The Agadir 
crisis came and went without war breaking out 
between the great powers. The Balkan Wars, if 
anything, appeared to bring London and Berlin 
closer together than they had been for years. Yet 
to declare as a consequence that everything would 
be well in the future was to take a ridiculously 
optimistic and very superficial view of the 
international scene. Presumably, the Radical 
Liberals adopted this pose because they could not 
face yet another humiliating and resounding defeat 
at the hands of their own front bench. It was in 
this context that the normally level-headed 
Massingham, at last despairing of the Radicals 
exerting any influence upon the foreign policy of a 
Liberal government, made the extraordinary claim in 
Nation that, “iff Britain, Socialism alone now 
represents the only potent force for peace' .40 

With an awful suddenness, in one short summer 
week in 1914, any claim Labour may have had to be 
worthy of Massingham's accolade was tested and 
found wanting. The first statement on the European 
crisis issued by the parliamentary Labour Party on 
30 July, announced the unanimous adoption of a 
resolution that Britain should stay out of any 
conflict. After this certainty, the vague wording 
of the resolution's conclusion suggests that 
although members were persuaded chat in the 
circumstances it was better to be seen doing 
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something rather than nothing, they had no real 
idea what they should or could do, having rejected 
the one positive original action the movement had 


ever suggested - the general strike against 
mobilisation. Advice that ‘All Labour organisa- 
tions in the country (were) to watch events 
vVigilantly so as to oppose, if need be, in the most 
effective way, any action which might involve 
Britain in war', for all its wide scope merely 
begged the question - what exactly could or should 


Labour supporters do?4l There was no sense of 
immediacy or urgency until it became known that 
Jean Jaures had been murdered. 44 Then disbelief 
and helplessness pervaded Labour's ranks. 43 

On 1 August, the British Section of the 
International issued a manifesto signed by Hardie 
and Henderson, An Appeal to the British Working 
Class. This document was replete with fine phrases 
and sentiments. "Down with war s » > . The days 
of plunder and butchery have gone by ... . 
Workers stand together for peace . . . compel the 
governing class to respect the decision of the 
overwhelming majority of the people’. ie cael nor 
provide any indication how these noble ends were to 


be realised. Was it intended that the workers 
should impose their will upon the nation? In some, 
more revolutionary, socialist hearts and minds, 


there remained a vague attachment to the idea that 
one day the working classes would actually overturn 
the government - whether painfully and violently or 
peacefully was not certain - after which would 
follow a millennium of assured international and 
domestic social amity, co-operation, harmony and 
good will. This vision of the future, however, was 
postponed indefinitely and the workers found 
themselves recruited instead for something much 
more familiar and prosaic - attending anti-war 
demonstrations. This proposal had come from 
C.P. Scott's Manchester Guardian but was enthusi- 
astically adopted by Labour and Radical supporters 
alike. The declared hope was that each 
demonstration phe serve as a rallying point for 
public opinion’. a Given at last a definite 
objective rather than empty rhetoric, the rank and 
file of the Labour movement worked feverishly to 
organise a series of meetings to be held on Sunday, 
2 August, in all the major urban centres throughout 
the country. 

Inevitably, the most important of these 
meetings was a ‘monster rally', organised by the 
British Section of the International in Trafalgar 
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Square. Under lowering skies the crowd was 
addressed by speakers representing a range of 
British socialist opinion. 42 All the speakers 
were united in their protestations against Britain 
being ‘dragged into a war as Tsarist Russia's 
ally'.46 They extolled British neutrality while 
denouncing the needless horrors and costs of war. 
There were extravagant cheers from the audience 
for any mention of international working class 
solidarity, and spirited Singing of the 
‘Internationale’ and the "Red Flag’. When a 
violent downpour of rain threatened the meeting, a 
group of 'feeble-hearted jingo demonstrators .. . 
scattered before the storm's fury (but) the 
comrades stood gallantly to their umbrellas and 


cheered for "war against war"'. It only remained 
for the usual resolution to be carried - this time 
by acclamation - protesting against ‘any step being 


taken by this country to support Russia either 
directly or in consequence of an undertaking with 
Prance 5 6 oo 4 We have no interest direct or 
indirect in the threatened quarrels which may 
result from the action of Servia ... æ The 
Government of Great Britain should rigidly decline 
to engage in war but should confine’ itself to 
efforts to bring about peace as speedily as 
possible'. 

In her Diary, Beatrice Webb provided a less 
Herele account) "ot the Mraralgar Square meeting. 
What she recorded was ‘an undignified and futile 


exhibition,’ given by ‘Labour, socialist, pacifist: 
hooligans, warmongers and merely curious holiday 
makers'. After the meeting, most of the speakers 


had wandered unhappily over to Ramsay MacDonald's 
flat in Lincoln's Inn Fields. The leader of the 
parliamentary Labour Party had not attended the 
Trafalgar Square demonstration as he had been 
summoned to Downing Street to assure Liberal 
ministers who thought otherwise, that the war would 
be the most popular the COÜUnNETEY had ever 
fought.48 It remained only for Sir Edward Grey, 
speaking to the assembled Commons on the afternoon 


Cl the Next day, to crushes oul all hope of peace 
and of our being able to keep clear'.492 Grey's 
words of ‘national honour’ and ‘moral duty', were 
greeted with delight by the House. In the words 
of the Manchester Guardian lobby correspondent 
describing the scene, if there still remained 
at Westminster any who needed convincing of 
the soundness of the government's decision, ‘one 
thing only was needed - a declaration from 
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Mr Ramsay MacDonald that the Government was doing 
wrong. This was given at once’. 

MacDonald spoke to the House as Labour's 
leader. "So far as we are concerned, whatever may 
happen, whatever may be said about us, whatever 
attacks may be made upon us, we will say that this 
country ought to have remained neutral, because in 
the deepest part of our hearts we believe that is 
right, and that alone is consistent with the honour 
of the country.' When the debate was resumed, few 
other Labour voices of dissent were raised. Almost 
all the speeches critical of Edward Grey -~ 
subsequently described by the Tory ex-Premier, 
Arthur Balfour, as ‘the dregs and lees of debate', 
to the obvious approval of most MPs - were made by 
Radical Liberal MPs.°l Within two days MacDonald 
had resigned as his party's leader and had been 
succeeded by Arthur Henderson. The Labour Party 
had bowed to the will, not of the government but 
the nation. Only four Labour MPs chose to stand by 
their executive's earlier resolution in support of 


neutrality. For the rest, Labour in Parliament 
like the nation, embraced the prospect of war with 
evident enthusiasm. The few who still insisted 


that the British people actually wanted peace, were 
scarcely audible above the din of the nation's 
new-found martial enthusiasm. 

The outbreak of war in August 1914 emphasised 
the ambiguity and helplessness of the parliamentary 
Labour Party on foreign policy. Keir Hardie 
admitted as Ihe grear Otketemchime = fact 7) that 
Labour was ‘impotent o =o o contemptuously passed 
over o o o without trace or vestige of power to 
prevent war. Our demonstrations and speeches and 


resolutions all alike futile. We simply do not 
count. '?2 Yet such are the paradoxes of 
political no less than human Listes, ae Wes Ele whee 
moment OE supreme weakness, of impotence and 


confusion that was born the movement that was 
eventually to give the British Labour party in 
foreign affairs a distinctive policy that could be 
called its own. 

After a meeting on 5 August 1914, with Arthur 
Ponsonby, Arthur Henderson and Ramsay MacDonald 
(who was still leader of the Labour party), Charles 
Trevelyan, @ junior iiberal minister who had 
resigned his post because of Britain's entry into 
war, wrote to E.D. Morel, inviting him to join 
‘with a body of Liberal members united in common 
action on the war question’ and who were intent 
upon forming an organisation "EO establish 
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connection with the Labour party . . . and with 
outside efforts and groups'.°3 Morel responded 
eagerly to Trevelyan’s invitation, A month later, 
the Union of Democratic Control was founded.°4 
To match the two founding Liberal Radical MPs, 
Trevelyan and Ponsonby, the ILP provided Fred 


Jowett and Ramsay MacDonald. All four 
parliamentarians counted much less than E.D. Morel, 
the group's secretary. In the words of the Union's 


historian, 'EDM was the UDC, and the UDC was EDM'. 
The claim was not an exaggeration. It was Morel 
who, in providing the UDC with a (ob au ose (Oko EE ol ol) 
pre-war conduct of foreign policy also provided 
Labour with a policy outline that in time allowed 
the unification of the minority who had opposed the 
war with the majority who supported it. 

Stealing a political opponent's clothes was 
not unknown in the history of modern British 
political parties. Lloyd George, once Radical and 
pacifist leader, showed a gift for the ploy by 
Stealing Tory clothes to maintain himself in 
power. Morel, the Radical Liberal who joined the 
1LP in 1918, anticipating only by months the public 
recognition of their own transfer of allegiance by 
Ponsonby and Trevelyan - did not exactly steal, but 
rather availed himself of the best of the Liberal 
garb on foreign policy abandoned by Grey and 
Asquith, and offered it to Labour who eagerly 
seized it to _hide its embarrassing nakedness. 2° 
Thus the problem of Labour possessing its own 
distinct policy on foreign affairs was at last, 
temporarily, solved. the problem ct adentiry vas, 
and remains, rather more (lal iese Le ILAE IIE TOL 
impossible, to resolve. 
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